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Summary 

Museums have been changing institutions since they exist – the focus throughout the years shifted 

from being collections-focused to being audience-focused, a paradigm shift known as new museology. 

Although collecting, presenting and conserving collections have been the main tasks of museum, it 

became more important in the 20
th
 century to relate those main tasks to the audience. It was aimed to 

make museums accessible for everyone in the public, visitors as well as non-visitors. The information 

offered in galleries was aimed to a general audience, and therefore less high-leveled than before. 

During the end of the 90s and the first years of the 21
st
 century, a new paradigm shift happened where 

the audience become even more central, through participation: - this participative paradigm is aimed to 

involving the public: From gallery-based visitor response to co-created exhibitions – museums started 

to make more use of the audience to make accessible and audience-related exhibitions.  

 

Throughout the years these changes happened, museums started less and less offering high-leveled 

information because they felt they wanted to be more responsive for all of the public. But there is one 

important target group within museums who may have been forgotten through these changes: experts 

visit museums for intellectual reasons, and have the aim to broaden their knowledge on their area of 

interest. But, when museums started to focus less on offering high-leveled information, have experts 

suffered? And, in this shift of making more use of experts, could it be of use for museums to start 

making more use of expert audiences, to make collection understandable in different ways? 

 

To consider involving expert audiences in new ways, it is important for museums to first understand 

this audience; what are their knowledge backgrounds, what motivates them to go into museums and 

how do they use the museum? Visitor research in the British Museum has been conducted to gain a 

better understanding of the target group. The British Museum uses a segmentation system that is 

based on motivation – the expert target group is visiting because of an intellectual motivation. The 

theories underpinning this segmentation, is that experts are very diverse in their backgrounds, but do 

share the same motivations and needs. To know if and how experts can actually be of value for a 

museum, a more insight look is needed to know what they could offer. Visitor research in the British 

Museum shows the diversity of the expert audience, but does offer a further segmentation into four 

groups: students, academics, professionals and personal interest visitors. Although they share 

similarities, visitor research shows that there are different opportunities with those groups.  

 

The diversity of the expert audience group makes that the possibilities of this group participating within 

museum practice are very diverse as well. A chance for museum is to involve this group, exchange 

knowledge for the benefit the whole audience of museums. Involvement of experts can expand 

museum knowledge, benefits research of experts but can also provide new viewpoints for the general 

audience and broaden their view on subjects. Most important is the benefit of expert involvement for 

the museum, the experts and the audience and the possibilities are as diverse as the expert audience 

is.  
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Samenvatting 

Musea zijn sinds hun bestaan veranderende en dynamische instituten: de focus van museums is in de 

jaren verschoven van collecties naar het publiek, deze verschuiving is bekend als new museology. 

Hoewel verzamelen, presenteren en conserveren de belangrijkste taak van musea bleef, werd de 

sociale verantwoordelijkheid van musea ook steeds belangrijker. Musea moesten toegankelijker zijn 

voor het hele publiek. In het museum werd informatie toegankelijker gemaakt voor al het mogelijke 

publiek, en daardoor minder academisch. In het einde van de jaren 90 en het begin van de 21
e
 eeuw, 

vond een nieuw paradigma verschuiving plaats waarin publiek nog belangrijker werd: deze 

participatieve paradigma is gericht op het betrekken van publiek in museum werk, door bijvoorbeeld 

reacties geven op collecties of het gezamenlijk organiseren van tentoonstellingen. Musea maken meer 

gebruik van het publiek, om tentoonstellingen en musea toegankelijker te maken voor meer publiek.  

 

Terwijl deze veranderingen plaats vonden, zijn musea informatie aan gaan bieden die meer gericht is 

op het algemene publiek, om zo meer sociaal verantwoordelijk te zijn en beter toegankelijk. Maar kan 

het zijn dat er door deze veranderingen een bepaalde publieksgroep langzaam is vergeten? Expert 

publiek bezoekt musea met een intellectuele motivatie, om hun kennis in hun interesse te verbreden. 

Hoe gebruiken zij musea nu die minder op hun behoeften gericht zijn? En, met de trend van 

participatie, is er een kans dat expert publiek een belangrijke aanvulling kan vormen en collecties op 

een andere manier begrijpelijk kan maken voor het publiek?  

 

Als een museum overweegt gebruik te gaan maken van het expert publiek, is het belangrijk dat het 

publiek eerst begrepen wordt: op welk gebied zijn ze experts, wat motiveert ze het museum in te gaan 

en hoe gebruiken ze het museum? In het British Museum is een publiekonderzoek gedaan om het 

expert publiek beter te begrijpen. Het British Museum gebruikt een segmentatiesysteem dat er op 

gericht is bezoekers te onderscheiden op basis van hun motivatie om musea te bezoeken – voor het 

expert publiek is dit een intellectuele motivatie. Experts zijn erg divers in hun achtergronden, maar 

delen dezelfde motivaties en behoeften. Om er achter te komen of en hoe experts van waarde kunnen 

zijn voor musea, is een verdieping in hun achtergronden nodig. Publieksonderzoek in het British 

Museum laat zien dat het expert publiek erg divers is, maar geeft wel een categorisatie waarin experts 

verdeeld kunnen worden: studenten, academici, professionals en bezoekers met persoonlijke 

interesse. Hoewel deze vier categorieën hun overeenkomsten hebben, laat publiekonderzoek zien dat 

musea verschillende mogelijkheden hebben met deze categorieën. 

 

Door de diversiteit in de doelgroep experts zijn de mogelijkheden voor participatie van deze doelgroep 

ook erg divers. De kans voor musea is om experts te betrekken en kennis uit te wisselen, zodat het 

van waarde is voor alle bezoekers van musea. Betrekking van experts kan kennis in musea 

verbreden, geeft nieuwe perspectieven in het onderzoek van experts en kan nieuwe gezichtspunten 

bieden in tentoonstellingen, en zo het begrip van collecties van het publiek verbreden. Het 

belangrijkste te realiseren is, is dat de mogelijkheden voor expert participatie net zo divers zijn als het 

expert publiek zelf, en daardoor veel mogelijkheden kan bieden voor musea.  
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1. Introduction 

This dissertation has been written as the final part of the BA degree in Cultural Heritage at the 

Reinwardt Academy in Amsterdam. The British Museum (BM) provided a work placement throughout 

the period of research and writing (February – June 2011) within the Interpretation Unit of the Learning 

Volunteers and Audience Department (LVA) of the museum. The internship was supervised by Stuart 

Frost, Head of Interpretation, and Nico Halbertsma, senior lecturer at the Reinwardt Academy.  

Motivation 

The inspiration for this research sparked while doing my third-year internship at the Victoria and Albert 

Museum in London. The Tell us what you think interactive in the new Ceramics galleries invited 

visitors, ceramists and museum staff to share their thoughts on Ceramic objects in the gallery on 20
th
 

Century Ceramics. The V&A felt that the 20
th
 century ceramic objects are „inspiring and surprising‟ and 

that they could „provoke a range of different and varied critical responses of individuals.‟1 While the 

evaluation I carried out on the Tell us what you think interactive was mainly focused on the awareness 

of visitors, usability and possible improvements of the interactive, one of most interesting findings was 

that visitors who were personally, professionally or academically involved in Ceramics really valued 

the opportunity the respond to others who had a significant knowledge of the subject. 

While looking for a subject of research for my dissertation, I got interested in finding out more on how 

museum visitors with either a professional, academic or personal interest in subjects covered in 

museums use museums and whether museums can make more use of those visitors‟ knowledge, to 

improve their museum experience.  

The British Museum showed interest in the research, because they had not done extensive research 

into their expert target group before. My placement within the Interpretation Unit of the Learning and 

Audience department of the British Museum offered me a place to conduct visitor research within the 

museum, and supported me in finding case studies inside and outside of the British Museum to benefit 

my research.  

Throughout the period of research and writing, the main research question was; 

 

„In what ways can museums let expert visitors participate and use their knowledge in exhibitions?‟ 

To answer this question, it is necessary to first explore experts, how they use museums and how 

museums caters for experts visitors. Important throughout the research is to get a complete as 

possible view on the target group, by both literature research and visitor research. Another important 

part is to find out the importance and necessity for museums to start using more knowledge, which is 

not based inside the museums‟ organization. During the period of research, visitor research within the 

British Museum became the largest part of the overall research, which caused a slight shift in the 

research. The visitor research results cover a larger part of this dissertation than initially expected.  

Over the last years, museums have been changing and the focus tends to shift from collections to 

audiences, and participation. Museums‟ histories as well as recent developments need to be taken 

into consideration, to find out how and why expert audiences can be important for museums.  

                                                      
1 Fritsch, J. (2008) Brief: Visitor response unit Ceramics Gallery, Victoria and Albert Museum 
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Backgrounds 

Most museums recognize that they have visitors that have a special interest in subjects covered in the 

collections, these visitors tend to be focused and have specific intellectual visit motivations. These 

visitors can be either professionals, academics or hobbyist, with very diverse knowledge backgrounds 

– mostly depending on what the museum has on display. These visitors tend to have a significant 

amount of knowledge on their subject of interest and form their visits very much in their own way: 

organizing visits before hand with focus on that specific subject in the galleries, or the plan to visit the 

museums‟ library or study rooms. These visitors are usually regular visitors of the museums and most 

of their visits are for study purposes.  

 

In the last 50 years, museums have become more audience focused, in their organizations and 

museum practice, while before museums tended to be expert-focused institutions, mainly there for the 

higher, educated classes. The paradigm shift that happened during the 1960s and 1970s, and is still 

influencing museum to this day, is known as new museology. This important shift has made museums 

more aware of their educational role, their position in society and their responsibility to the public, to 

make museums accessible and representative for everyone in the public – whether they are visitors or 

non-visitors. New museology made museums aware of the importance of the audience and making 

sure there are fewer boundaries for the public to visit. The growing understanding of how learning 

processes work, helped museums improve their interpretative strategies and develop learning 

environments to improve the learning outcomes off a museum visit. Over the last years, visitor and 

community participation within museums have become a bigger part of museum practice: through web 

content, gallery-based interpretative devices, but also on project-basis, museums are involving their 

visitors and communities to improve the understanding of museum collections and museum practice. 

When projects are organized properly by museums, participants can benefit from the experience 

personally and increase understanding of how museums work. 

 

When the paradigm shift happened, the focus shifted from academic and professional visitors, with a 

good knowledge base on the subjects, to all possible members of the public. Everyone should be able 

to benefit from museums. This paradigm shift showed its benefit for audiences over the past years, but 

when making museums places for everyone, is there a chance that the expert visitor has been 

overlooked? Although visitor research helped different museums and museum professionals define 

their expert or special interest visitors, there are only a few museums that understand that experts 

could be a valuable addition to the museum practice. In the museum trend of visitor participation, 

could it be that experts can become of greater importance for museums? Experts are very diverse and 

can be involved in very different ways and stages of museum practice: through gallery-based devices, 

such as the Tell us what you think computer in the V&A, in early stages of developing the 

interpretation for an exhibition, as the Horniman Museum did while developing the African Worlds 

gallery, or as web-based content to offer visitors a different range of viewpoints, as the British Museum 

did on the History of the World website. These, amongst others, examples serve as case-studies 

throughout this dissertation to see to what extent museums can make use of experts and how valuable 
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it would be for museums to involve knowledge from outside of the organization. In the ideal situation, 

both the museum and the participating expert will both have benefits in the sharing of knowledge, or 

practice – a museum can be a more democratic place, opened up for the viewpoints of „outsiders‟, 

experts will see their knowledge in some way used in museums and are therefore rewarded and 

possibly motivated to pursue their study and in some projects it could even be of benefit on a larger 

scale, such as one of the case studies discussed later, the Portable Antiques Scheme (PAS), partly 

led by the British Museum, where metal detector hobbyists are made aware of the importance of 

registering their finds in the UK.  

 

Looking at the trend of visitor and community participation, and the benefits this has for museums and 

the participants, the participation of experts within museums could benefit development of museum 

work, and the interpretation of collections.  

Changing museums: shifting paradigms 

Throughout museum history, two important paradigm shifts have been taken place. Both of these 

shifts can be recognized as revolutions for museums and the work happening in museums. During the 

last decades of the nineteenth century and the first decades of the twentieth century the first important 

changes took place. The basis for professional museum work as we know it was set: professional 

standards were formulated at the École de Louvre in France, as well as guidelines for museum work 

and the first Code of Ethics for Museum Workers by the American Association of Museums (AAM). 

These developments in Europe and America showed the professionalization in museum work2.  

Although museum practice got more professional, up until the 1960 they kept being one-dimensional 

institutions – the museum had the voice of authority and the content was expert-led. The public were 

those people who visited and understood the value of colleting and exhibiting3. 

 

During the 60s and 70s a new paradigm shift happened, known as new museology. Museums started 

to rethink their positions in society, their audiences and how they would operate from the inside. 

Museums were moving from being authoritative places towards being socially responsive museums, 

more aware of position as a public service.4 Both in collections and the work with audience changes 

took place in the last years. Museums have been realizing more and more that their public is not only 

those people who visit and share their views with the museums‟ authority, but that is made up of 

different and diverse groups of people who all have their own needs and views. Museums try to build 

relationships with these audiences, which can vary from being a regular visitor or attendee of events, 

to being a trustee or volunteer and contributing to the museums work.5 

                                                      
2 Meijer-van Mensch, L. (2009) Vom Bezucher zum Benutzer, Museumskunde Band 74 
3 Lang, C., Reeve, J., Woollard, V.(ed.) (2006) The Responsive Museum, Hampshire UK (p.5) 
4 Anderson, G. (ed.) (2004) Reinventing the museum: Historical and contemporary perspectives on the paradigm shift, Oxford 
(p.1) 
5 Lang, C., Reeve, J., Woollard, V.(ed.) (2006) The Responsive Museum, Hampshire UK (p.5) 
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Also, collections do not only represent the views of ruling classes, but popular culture and history of 

the non-elite are shown more in museums. The sense of museums being exclusive and authoritative 

places is changing and museums become less unresponsive places6.  

 

Especially since the 1990s more museums started to be more aware of their education role and the 

importance of relationships with audiences. Not only is it important to offer factual information so 

audiences can learn, but the diversity of both collections and audiences need to be understood to offer 

the best possible learning possibilities7. An important development is the knowledge about how 

audiences learn and that the process of learning is very personal: learners construct their own 

interpretations, according to their own frame of reference. Therefore learning experiences can be very 

unpredictable and more important, very personal. The recognition within museum profession that 

audiences are diverse and separate groups, and that those different groups search for different 

outcomes from the same product, has helped to improve museums to see the benefit of visitor 

research.8 

Although collecting and protecting collections is still one of the core tasks of museums, the 

presentation of these collections to audiences have increased in importance, in theory as well as in 

museum practice.9Changes in the definition of museums by both the Museums Association and ICOM 

show the change in function of audience and the awareness of social responsibility: 

 

„‟Museums enable people to explore collections for inspiration, learning and enjoyment. They are 

institutions that collect, safeguard and make accessible artifacts and specimens which they hold in 

trust for society.‟‟ (Museums association, 1999) 

 

„‟A museum is a non-profit making, permanent institution on the service of society and of its 

development, and open to the public, which acquires, conserves, researches, communicates and 

exhibits, for purposes of study, education and enjoyment, material evidence of people and their 

environment‟‟ (ICOM, 2002) 

 

Audiences should be the centre of the museums work and as John H. Falk states:10 

 

“Understanding something about museum visitors is not a nicety; it is a necessity” 

 

Museums can make more valuable experiences for visitors when is find out who are the people 

visiting, what they do when they come in and what meanings they make from an experience. To keep 

improving museums, visitor research is necessary to understand what the visitors want and need11. 

Falk says a fundamental part of understanding audiences is looking out of the box: it is important to 

understand the visitor not only by his behavior within the museum, but looking at the bigger picture of 

                                                      
6 Ross, M. (2004) Interpreting the new museology, Museum and Society, July 2004 (2)( p. 84-103) 
7 Hooper-Greenhill, E. (1999) The educational role of the museum, London: Routledge (p.xi) 
8 Black, G. (2005) The Engaging Museum: Developing Museums for Visitor Involvement, London: Routlegde (p.3) 
9Ibid. (p. 1) 
10 Falk, J.H. (2009) Identity and the Museum Visitor Experience, California: Left Coast Press (p.21) 
11Ibid. (p. 21) 
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his life and experience, where the museum visit is a small part of. Falk suggests that rather than 

defining them by ethnicity or race or other demographic characteristics, visitors should be looked at as 

unique individuals and capable of having lots of different experiences. Museums should accept that 

museum visits are largely shaped by personal, identity-related needs and interests.12Understanding 

those identities is important to provide a valuable visitor experience. In his book Falk points different 

researchers that have done research into what motivates visits and how that influences the museums 

experience. Research consultancy Morris Hargreaves McIntyre (MHM) has done research into 

motivations, expectations and outcomes of a museum visit, and also point out the importance of 

focusing on visitor identities rather than demographics – MHM presents practical models to improve 

visitor understanding13.  

To start understanding the needs of experts, and how museums could work with experts, 

understanding their motives for visiting is important, as well as how they tend to form their exhibitions. 

Developments and research like MHM‟s and Falk‟s help with identifying and understanding of 

audience group, such as experts.  

Participatory paradigm – the third museum revolution 

One of the most important developments in new museology is the realization that a museums public is 

not only the people who visit, but also non-visitors who cannot or choose not to visit the museum. It is 

a complex group to understand and to conduct research on, as they are not visiting the institution. Still, 

it remains important for museums to understand these groups, as museums hold their social 

responsibility in society and should, in principle, be open to everyone in society. 

During the 1990s a turning point happened in recognizing the importance of including every layer of 

society: identification and social responsibility have become influential terms, and community 

engagement has started to become a part of the program for many museums. Museums can make 

their audience the centre of their work, through participatory projects. 

 

In 2006 ICOM revised the Code of Ethics for museums, in which article 6 focuses on the guidelines of 

working with communities, „from which the collections originate, as well as those [the museum] 

serves‟14. This article focuses on the guidelines to work with communities, and how this relationship 

between museum and community should be formed. Important in this article is that the museum as 

well as the community involved should benefit equally from their working together, and that 

communities are rightfully reflected within the museum.  

 Participatory programs and projects are mostly still new for museums and the development process is 

still very much alive. A good example is Nina Simon‟s weblog Museum 2.015 and her book The 

Participatory Museum16, which show the process of thinking about different participatory projects and 

theories behind it, but also helps museums professionals to work and think together to make 

development, implementation and evaluation of programs as effective as possible.  

                                                      
12 Falk, J.H. (2009) Identity and the Museum Visitor Experience, California: Left Coast Press (p. 35) 
13Morris Hargreaves McIntyre (2005) Never Mind the Width, Feel the Quality  
14 ICOM (2006) ICOM Code of Ethics for Museums, Paris (p. 9) 
15Museum 2.0, http://www.museumtwo.blogspot.com (Requested 10-05-2011) 
16 Simon, N. (2010) The Participatory Museum, California, USA 

http://www.museumtwo.blogspot.com/
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This focus on participatory projects and putting audience central in museum work is named as a new 

important shift in museum practice: after the first two, the third museum revolution happening in the 

21
st
 century is about the shift from new museology to the participative paradigm17. This paradigm shift 

is about the importance of communities and recognizing these as a valuable addition to the work 

happening in museum.  

 

When audience work becomes the core of museums‟ work – should museums start to involve 

everyone within that audience? Of course, this will be a hard task and museums will always have 

collections, presentation and conservation as one of the main tasks. An interplay of audience and 

those core activities could help museums be even more audience-focused but still remain the 

importance of the institutions‟ core activities and values18. Participation of museum audiences could 

mean the audiences have a function as co-creator, critic and collaborator, as well as consumer – 

working together with the museum. In this way more meaningful experiences can be developed for 

audiences, and both the museum and audience will benefit from this, in the ideal situation19. This does 

however ask of understanding of the audiences the museum is working with, which could be gained 

through visitor research. Communication between museum staff and participants is essential, as well 

as taking them and their input seriously. Projects should be well organized and evaluated to ensure 

that good results for both participants and the museum.  

 

Core tasks of museums include collecting and presenting those collections. Over the last years, 

participatory projects happened where audiences were involved in these parts of museum work in 

different ways. Participants share their own objects and personal stories, or help co-curate exhibitions. 

There are a lot of possibilities of involving audiences and communities.  

 

Participatory projects can involve every audience group of the museums, although the main focus over 

the last years has been on community groups. This research will focus on the possibilities of 

participation within expert audience groups of museums. When, again, looking at the main tasks of 

museums such as collecting, researching and presenting, experts and their knowledge on specific 

subjects could be very much of value for museums. Knowledge can be exchanged between museum 

professionals and the expert audiences, and this could help benefit the research of experts as well as 

museum practice. To make this participation happen, it is important for museums to understand their 

expert audiences and be open to knowledge from outside the organization.  

 

When looking into expert audiences, they will appear as a very diverse group- of all ages and 

backgrounds. The one thing they will have in common is that they visit museums with intellectual 

motivations and to gain more knowledge on their subjects. They can be professionals, students and 

academics with some kinds of formal qualification on the subject, but can also be self-motivated to 

start learning about subjects. Although experts are usually the smallest target group coming into 

                                                      
17 Meijer-van Mensch, L. (2009) Vom Bezucher zum Benutzer, Museumskunde Band 74 
18 Simon, N. (2010) The Participatory Museum, California, USA (p. iii) 
19Ibid. (p. 5)  
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museums, they can be very influential. It is important for museum professionals to give accurate 

information, to satisfy these expert visitors.20 Could it be more satisfactory when experts are involved 

through some kind of participatory projects, and have a part in offering information and knowledge? 

 

This report will focus on the subjects discussed above. Chapter 2 will shortly discuss the history of the 

British Museum and the expert target group within the museum. Chapter 3 will give a more in-depth 

look in understanding the expert visitor. Different theoretical resources will be discussed, while 

referring to the theories that underlay the British Museum‟s definition of experts. Chapter 4 will discuss 

the methodologies used throughout the research. Chapter 5 will discuss the findings of the visitor 

research conducted within the British Museum. This chapter should provide a bigger understanding of 

how the target group is build-up in the British Museum. Chapter 6 will discuss the results of visitor 

research with the information gathered through theoretical and case study research. This chapter will 

discuss the possibilities for museums of working with the expert target group. Chapter 7 will provide a 

conclusion on the subject. The appendices can be found in the separate booklet.   

 

                                                      
20 Falk, J.H. (2009) Identity and the Museum Visitor Experience, California: Left Coast Press (p. 200) 
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2. The British Museum 

Since the visitor research part of this dissertation has taken place within the British Museum, a short 

history of the museum is given - with special attention to the expert audience of the museum.  

 

The British Museum was founded in 1753 as an Act of Parliament, as the first National Museum in the 

World. The collections of Sir Hans Sloane were the origin of the British Museum, consisting largely of 

books, manuscripts and natural specimens, and a smaller collection of antiquities and ethnographic 

materials. Sloane‟s collections consisted of over 71,000 objects which he wanted to preserved and 

therefore bequeathed to King George II. The gift was accepted in 1753, establishing the British 

Museum. In 1759, the Museum opened to the public in Montagu House, just off the site of today‟s 

museum. The entrance of the museum was free, and open to „all studious and curious‟21. The 

parliament, at that time, raised the necessary funds to make it possible to open the museum to the 

public: „‟not only for the inspection of and entertainment of the learned and the curious, but for the 

general use and benefit of the public‟‟22 

 

Throughout the years that followed the opening, the collection expanded and the visitor numbers 

grew. The museum moved to its new building in the 19
th
 century, where the Round Reading Room 

was opened and the museum started to attract higher numbers of visitors. It was around that time that 

the curators started to offer lectures, publications and improving displays alongside their academic 

work23. The museum started being more of a public service, starting with those resources for the 

public, but by the 1970s the museum improved its public services by starting offering an education 

service, refurbishing galleries and the establishment of a publication company. The museum offered 

more and more public services, but kept its academic background throughout the years.  

 

In the 1980s there was a shift in museums in the UK – it became more important to raise money and 

attract audiences. Museums, such as the Science Museum took a step forward in making the museum 

a place more for entertainment and less focused on academic and curatorial work. Museum workers at 

the time stood opposite each other what approach was better. The British Museum, with Sir David 

Wilson as director, was complete opposite of the Science Museum, sticking to the traditional scholarly 

and academic approach of the museum.24The Museum kept this academic approach through the 

years, which slightly changed when Neil MacGregor was appointed in 2002.  

 

MacGregor has made efforts to make the collections as widely accessible to all possible audiences 

around the world – in the museum, around the UK and all over the world, through TV and radio (A 

History of the World in 100 objects) and partnerships in the UK and over the World. His quote „A 

museum of the world, for the world‟ underpins his ideas about making the collections, which cover 

                                                      
21 The Museum: General history, http://www.britishmuseum.org/ (Requested on 25-5-2011) 
22 Goldgar, A (2000) The British Museum and the Virtual Representation of Culture, Albion, vol. 32, no. 2 (summer 2000) (p. 
200)  
23 The Museum: General history, http://www.britishmuseum.org/ (Requested on 25-5-2011) 
24MacDonald, S. (2002) Behind the Scenes at the Science Museum, London, A & C Black Publishers Ltd 

http://www.britishmuseum.org/
http://www.britishmuseum.org/
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world‟s history, accessible to anyone in the world25. For the museum this meant that it wanted people‟s 

perceptions of the Museum changed, from thinking of it as a high leveled, academically focused 

museum to a museum that was for everyone, and accessible to everyone.  

 

Appointing MacGregor as the new director had influence on the organizational structure of the 

museum, and, in addition to that, the level of interpretation offered in the Museum. The change of the 

position of interpretation matters in this research, as it explains how the Museum has changed 

throughout the years and how this has influenced audiences, experts in particular.  

 

The organizational changes made by MacGregor focused on making the Museum a more dynamic 

place, as he felt the Museum was behind on other National Museums in the UK. Changes were made 

in departments – the departments were organized geographically, to make the presentation more 

logical. Also, Keepers of departments were not necessarily academics in the subject of the 

department, but management skills were an important requirement for keepers. An important 

development was that an Interpretation team was formed, first led by Xerxez Mazda. Before, editing of 

texts was organized within the Design Office, were it was made sure that the Museums house style 

was maintained and the texts were accurate. Editors within the team were responsible for those 

handlings, while the curators had the first and final say in what would be in the texts26.  

 

The Interpretation Unit changed this system and allowed the team to be involved in the stages of 

exhibition development from the start of projects. This not only focused on editing texts and 

maintaining the house style, but also making those texts, and other interpretative strategies such as 

multi-media guides, accessible to the whole audience of the museum. This approach to development 

of exhibitions is mostly used in the development stages of temporary exhibitions rather than gallery 

development. The shift in organizational structure and the importance of interpretation has made the 

British Museum‟s structure more modern and audience-focused27.  

Experts in the British Museum 

The British Museum defines their expert target group, as following: 

“Specialists wanting to deepen their knowledge further by engaging deeply with collection‟‟  

This definition is based on the work of Morris Hargreaves McIntyre, a research agency which does 

evaluations for museums in the UK, including the British Museum. This segmentation is based on 

visitor motivation and meaning making; the theory behind this will be discussed in the next chapter.  

 

 

 

 

                                                      
25 The Museum, http://www.britishmuseum.org/themuseum.aspx (Requested on 25-5-2011)  
26 C. Edwards, interview held in the British Museum, London, 19 May 2011. 
27 Ibid.  

http://www.britishmuseum.org/themuseum.aspx
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The expert target group of the British Museum is the smallest of the six defined target groups of the 

Museum: 

 Segment name  % Visitors 2010/1128 

- Art lovers    15% 

- Experts    3% 

- Self developers   25%  

- Families   25% 

- Repeat social visitors  8% 

- Sightseers    24% 

 Schools are the seventh target group of the museum, but are not taken into consideration 

in the rolling surveys because they are a unique market. 

The British Museum has commissioned MHM since 2005 to conduct rolling surveys on visitors in the 

museum. These rolling surveys take place of period of 12 months, in which visitors are interviewed. 

The results are of these surveys are discussed in annual reports: the rolling report (focusing on visitor 

numbers, visitor behavior and use of the museum) and the segmentation report (specifically focusing 

on the developments within the six segments).  

Since the first rolling survey was held by MHM in 2005/06 (year 1), the experts has continued to drop 

in the visitor numbers. The expert visitor percentages (of the whole visitor numbers) and their number 

of visitors and visits are to be seen in Table 1.  

 

Table 1 - Experts visitor percentages and figures 2006/07 to 2010/11
29

 

Year 2006/07 2007/08 2008/09 2009/10 2010/11 

% visitors  7% 5% 4% 4% 3% 

Visitor figures 302.000 284.000 191.000 168.000 163.000 

Number of visits 398.000 374.000 273.000 242.000 272.000 

 

Over the last year (2009/2010) the change in visitor figures of experts, is changed by 3% and the 

change over the last 5 years (2006/07 – 2010/11) the change in figures has been 46%. The decline in 

the number of expert visitors has taken place steadily over the last five years, and shows the biggest 

decline in visitor numbers of all target groups. The last row in table 1 shows the number of visits 

experts make, which shows that, comparing to the visitor numbers, that a part of the expert visitors 

make more than one visit a year. The number of visits of experts has increased over the last year 

(2009/10 – 2010/11) with a percentage of +12%, but overall there is a decline of -32% compared to 

2006/07 in the last years.  

 

In the latest segmentation report, there is no specific reason given for the decline in expert numbers of 

the museum. There is an explanation given that possible the declining numbers have been caused by 

the museum taken a more populist approach in temporary exhibitions and is attracting bigger, and 

                                                      
28 Morris Hargreaves McIntyre (2011),British Museum segmentation report 2010/11 
29Ibid. (p.6) 
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different, crowds by these exhibitions30. However, expert visitors do still seem very satisfied with their 

visits, so it is not be said for sure that this causes decline in the visitor numbers.  

 

After the appointment of Neil MacGregor as director of the British Museum, exhibitions started to take 

a turn in being more focused on all the crowds of the museum and offering less expert-focused 

information in exhibitions. The temporary, large-scale paying exhibitions in the Reading Room and 

Room 35 are welcoming larger audiences, who are not necessarily specialists in the subject covered. 

Access for all audiences became more important, and it was aimed to change to perception of the 

British Museum as a high-leveled institution to a perception of the British Museum being open to „the 

entire world‟31. With the organizational structure changing, as discussed in the previous paragraph, the 

Museum had the chance to make exhibitions easier accessible for all kinds of visitors and to make 

sure that academic information was offered in understandable and open ways. This new approach 

was mainly used in temporary exhibitions, to change the audience perceptions of the Museum being 

an expert-focused museum to being a museum that is open and welcoming for all.  

 

The First Emperor: China‟s Terracotta Army in 2007/08 was one of those exhibitions, which was the 

most successful exhibition of the British Museum ever. It was the first exhibition held in the Reading 

Room and attracted over 800.000 visitors over the period of exhibiting. It did, however, attract a very 

low number of expert visitors – only 1%, while in that year the BM itself attracted 5%. Could this be 

related to the popularity of the display, and that attracted massive crowds, which held experts off?  

To get a better view on the changes in expert visitors in the museum of the last few years, the expert 

visitor numbers of several temporary exhibitions and refurbished galleries are analyzed. Partly, this will 

present a view on the expert audience of the British Museum, while the next chapter will focus on the 

theories behind the segmentation.  

 

Table 2 - Expert percentages Reading Room exhibitions 

 First 

Emperor 

2007/08 

Hadrian 

 

2008 

Shah‟Abbas 

 

2009 

Moctezuma 

 

2009/10 

Italian 

Renaissance 

2010 

Book of the 

Dead 

2010/11 

Experts 1% 6% 5% 7% 7% 5% 

 

BM experts 

overall  

5%                               4%                                       4%                                3% 

2007/08                     2008/09                              2009/10                         2010/11 

 

Table 2shows the percentages of expert visitors of exhibitions held in the Reading Room exhibitions. 

The First Emperor showed the lowest number of experts over the period of the six exhibitions in the 

Reading Room. Of the other five exhibitions, the expert percentages are fairly similar to each other – 

with Moctezuma and Italian Renaissance having a slightly higher number of experts. Overall, the 

                                                      
30 Morris Hargreaves McIntyre, British Museum segmentation report 2010/11, 2011 (p.23) 
31 C. Edwards, interview held in the British Museum, London, 19 May 2011.  
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numbers of experts attending those exhibitions are every exhibition, except for First Emperor: China‟s 

Terracotta Army, are slightly higher than the overall number of experts British Museum those years. 

This could say that experts are not necessarily being kept away by the more populist approach to 

exhibitions, because in general the number of experts attending is higher than the overall British 

Museum numbers. Also, since the subjects of the exhibitions are specific they could attract experts on 

that particular subject.   

 

Overall, as the segmentation report 2010/11 states, the visitor numbers of expert visitors have been 

declining over the last years, but it cannot be said for sure that is declining is a cause of the changes 

in approach of the museum. Experts may feel that the museum itself is not living up to their 

expectation in the information it offers in exhibitions and galleries. However, they could be making use 

of the study rooms or the museum‟s website to gather information there. To understand why expert 

numbers might be declining and if museums do not live up to the expectation, a more in-depth look is 

needed. The following chapters will discuss the expert target group to get a full understanding of how 

they use the museum.  
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3. Experts 

Throughout this research the term experts is used to describe the audience group, as it is the term the 

British Museum uses to define them. Literature and case studies used during this research do in some 

cases use other terms to describe this audience group, but within this chapter it is tried to combine the 

definition by the British Museum with other resources to define experts throughout the rest of the 

research.  

 

The understanding of visitors and visiting behavior comes in two parts: market research and visitor 

research. While market research usually focuses on the visitor and potential visitors and demographic, 

the rise of visitor research in museums has helped to gain more understanding on visitor motivations, 

needs and expectations32. This helped museums to develop better exhibitions, interpretation and 

additional activities. Because of greater attention for education, life-long learning and social exclusion 

by the government, museums in the UK have been encouraged to show their impact through 

quantitative and qualitative visitor studies. One of the answers to this was a large-scale project for the 

measurement of learning, through the Generic Learning Outcomes (GLO‟s) in the Inspiring Learning 

for All Campaign organized by the Museums Libraries and Archives Council (MLA), which worked with 

a large number of UK museums. While this helps museums to indentify visitors‟ learning outcomes 

through the GLO‟s, Morris Hargreaves McIntyre (MHM) presented a paper on the Museum &Heritage 

Show in 2005 called „Never Mind The Width, Feel the Quality‟, presenting models to do more in-depth 

research on visitor motivation and outcome33. This should help museums to understand more on their 

overall visit, rather than only the outcomes. The British Museum, amongst other museums in the UK, 

has commissioned MHM to do visitor research on their temporary exhibitions as well as the yearly 

rolling research. The BM uses the segmentation as described in „Never Mind the Width, Feel the 

Quality‟ (which will be explained later in this chapter) to segment their audience by motivation and 

identity rather than demographics. This chapter will focus on defining experts on a theoretical level, 

and understanding the British Museum segmentation and the development of their expert target 

group. This will serve as a basis to redefine the expert target group through the data gathered through 

visitor research. A background is set by John H. Falk‟s book Identity and the Museum visitor 

experience, next to the theory of Morris Hargreaves McIntyre, to get a grip on how motivations 

influence visitors experience in the museum, and how this can be relevant to the expert target group.  

Visitor identities and motivations 

In his book Identity and the Museum Visitor Experience, John H. Falk discusses how peoples‟ identity 

influences their museum visit experience. In addition to the segmenting system used in the British 

Museum, developed by MHM in conjunction with the Museum, it is interesting to look at Falk‟s‟ theory 

about how identity shapes a museum visit and the identity types Falk describes. Most similar to the 

BM‟s experts is the group Falk names hobbyist/professionals, on which this paragraph will focus.  

                                                      
32 Black, G. (2005) The Engaging Museum: Developing Museums for Visitor Involvement, London: Routledge (p.9) 
33 Morris Hargreaves McIntyre (2005) Never Mind the Width Feel the Quality, Manchester 
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In his book, Falk sets up a model focusing on different visitor identities – to understand these visitors 

and their identities, it is important to both look at the experience they have in the museum as well as 

understand that a visit is influenced by experiences the visitor has throughout his lifetime. Falk 

suggests that we start looking at the museum visit as not a fixed experience, where the museum can 

set aims for the outcome, but as intellectual resources that can be used for different purposes and 

experienced in different ways – all of those ways and purposes are valid34. Museums should start 

realizing that every visitor is unique, and each visitor is able to have a range of different experiences 

during a visit. Meanings created by visitors after a visit are mostly influenced by personal, identity-

related needs and interests, rather than the goals of the museum.  

An important statement Falk makes is that the model of understanding the visitor experience, through 

identity, is not fixed and museums should see it as fluid and changing. The museum itself is a 

changing institution as well and visitors can get different outcomes from different visits35.  

Prior research - visitor motivations 

To understand the theory behind visitor identity and motivations, Falk names research done in the field 

on why people visit museums. Important researchers named by in Falk‟s book are discussed below, 

for a theoretical background on visitor motivation.  

Theano Moussouri investigated the question why people go to the museum in her (non-published) 

doctoral dissertation. Through literature research and visitor research, she grouped the reasons given 

for visits into six categories of motivations, being: 1) Education; 2) Entertainment; 3) Social Event; 4) 

Life-cycle; 5) Place and 6) Practical issues36. Motivations grouped in „education‟ were broadly from 

learning something in particular, or just find out „stuff in general‟. Also, aesthetic and emotional 

responses were grouped into the education group. In the research, the highest numbers of motivations 

named were categorized as education. Falk, Moussouri and statistician Doug Coulson conducted a 

follow-up research on the subject. An important finding was that most visitors mostly have more than 

one motivation to visit, and that these motivations almost always influenced their experience and 

learning outcome. 

This theory of motivation by Falk, Moussouri and Coulson is of importance for this research, and the 

understanding of how visitors are motivated to visit museums, experts in particular. The results of Falk, 

Moussouri and Coulson do not yet offer a view on expert visitors as the segmentation of Morris 

Hargreaves McIntyre does. The education category is broader, focusing on learning in a broad sense: 

from „just finding something out‟ to be focused on a specific subject, like experts do.  

 

Another research that paralleled the ideas of Falk, Moussouri and Coulson, that visitor motivations 

influence outcomes, was done by researchers Doering and Pekarik from the Smithsonian Institution. 

Doering and Pekarik separated four categories of visitor experience: „object experience‟, focusing on 

something outside the visitor; „cognitive experience‟, focusing on the interpretative or intellectual 

aspects of the experience; „introspective experiences‟, focusing on private feelings and experiences 

(such as imaging, reflecting and reminiscing); and „social experience‟, focusing on interactions with 

                                                      
34 Falk, J.H. (2009) Identity and the Museum Visitor Experience, California: Left Coast Press (p.35) 
35Ibid. (p.36) 
36Ibid. (p.50)  
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friends, family, other visitors or museum staff. Doerik and Pekarik suggested that visitors go into 

museums with a frame of reference that is build by interests, knowledge, opinions and museums-going 

experiences. When visitors enter a museum, they desire to have an outcome – in this research the 

four experiences named above. These „‟entry narratives‟‟, as Doerik and Pekarik call them, will direct 

their learning and behavior during a museum visit, and will make if the visitor is satisfied with his visit 

or not.37 

This suggests that expert visitors fall into the cognitive experience, focused on having an intellectual 

experience while visiting the museum. Same as the research Moussouri did, it does not necessarily 

focus on understanding expert visitors, but does present a very important point in understanding 

visitors and expert visitors in particular, which is that museum experiences are usually led by a frame 

of reference that the visitor, or expert, has. This is build up by interests, knowledge, opinions and 

experiences –in understanding expert visitors this could say that visitors might have the same 

motivations and have similar experiences in museums, but their frame of reference is very influential 

and therefore it should be realized that, although the similarities in motivation and experience, experts 

can be very diverse in their knowledge, prior experiences, opinions and interests.  

 

Morris Hargreaves McIntyre (MHM) has done research into visitor motivations and is named by Falk 

as one of the important examples. Since MHM has been commissioned by the British Museum to 

conduct visitor research on temporary exhibitions and the yearly rolling survey, and the museum uses 

the models of MHM in their research, MHM‟s method is discussed more extensively further on in 

chapter.  

Visitor identities: Professionals/hobbyists 

In his book, Falk focuses on how learning is influenced by visitor identities. The background of visitors, 

in knowledge and personal experience, motivates them to go into museums and influences the way 

they behave there and what outcomes they have from a visit. To understand these identities, Falk sets 

up a model through which visitors can be understood better. When looking at these identities it is 

important to realize that the people in this category can differ greatly in their (demographic) 

backgrounds – their behavior and motivations to go into museums is what connects these identities. 

The five categories Falk defines are the following: 

- Explorers: looking to develop basic level knowledge; 

- Facilitators: facilitate social gatherings in museums; 

- Experience seekers: look for the experiences within the museum; 

- Professional/hobbyists: looking the enhance knowledge of a collection; 

- Rechargers: seeking an emotional or spiritual experience.  

Professionals/hobbyists are most similar to what the British Museum defines as experts and therefore 

discussed in this chapter.  

 

Falk states that professionals/hobbyists are the most critical of museum audience groups because of 

their involvement in subject matter. They want to see that the subject matter they are interested in is 

                                                      
37 Falk, J.H. (2009) Identity and the Museum Visitor Experience, California: Left Coast Press (p.52) 



Expert audiences in museums 27 Imke Duijf 
 

accurate and satisfies them. This relates to the diversity of the backgrounds of these kinds of visitors: 

they can be museum professionals, looking at the quality of the exhibition design or interpretation; 

they can be artists looking for inspiration; they can be teachers, looking for ways to teach about 

subjects and so on. It is important to realize that these motivations of professionals/hobbyists are very 

diverse and personally related to the subject area. Professionals/hobbyists could have so many 

different reasons for their visits – but what they all have in common is the desire to achieve a personal 

goal within the museum that is related to that subject area or their interest38.  

 

Professionals/hobbyists motivations are always very clear – they are very clear on what they want to 

achieve and how they want to achieve it within the museum. Since they are self-motivated, Falk states 

it is not hard to attract those visitors to come to the museum. Professionals/hobbyists will find the 

museum whenever they need it to reach the goals they have set for themselves and are very aware of 

what the museum has to offer39 

 

Since it is such a diverse group that is widely scattered, it is hard to identify visitors within this 

audience group. An identification can partly happen by looking at specialist websites and focus on 

where they are on the web and which resources professionals/hobbyists use on the web. This also 

helps identifying professional and hobbyist societies they are involved in, which can be very valuable 

for museums. These professional or hobbyists groups can be very valuable audience groups for 

museum, when knowing how to attract them. Falk states that is important to find them and offer them a 

place for social meetings and gatherings within the museums, so long-term relationships can be 

build40. Relationships as such could benefit the museum – possibly in the exchange of knowledge 

between the groups and the museum.  

Needs of professionals/hobbyists 

As said in the previous paragraph, professionals/hobbyists are much focused and have very specific 

motivations for their visits. So, what kind of needs come with these motivations? At first, it will be 

important for professionals/hobbyists to find their way around easily and clear signage of where they 

can find what they need on their visit. They want to go beyond the interpretation offered in the 

museum and are therefore more likely to want to access museum knowledge, such as staff and study 

rooms – which are related to their subject area. Both in the museum as in the museum shop they will 

try to find in-depth resources on their subjects of interest41.  

 

A way to access these people is the attendance of lectures and other museum activities related to this 

subjects – Falk states that professionals/hobbyists might even feel more involved when the museum 

organizes such activities in line with the professionals/hobbyists. They will feel like their knowledge is 

                                                      
38 Falk, J.H. (2009) Identity and the Museum Visitor Experience, California: Left Coast Press (p.201) 
39 Ibid. (p. 202) 
40 Ibid. (p. 202) 
41 Ibid. (p.230) 
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valued and that status as „real museum visitors‟: they want to feel important and valued for their 

knowledge42.  

 

Falk‟s theory on motivation and needs of professionals/hobbyists will be compared to how the British 

Museum views their expert group later in this chapter.  

 

Morris Hargreaves McIntyre 

In Never Mind the Width, Feel the Quality MHM presents models to help museums understand visitor 

motivations, engagement levels, meaning making and outcomes of the visit. The models they develop 

are directly used to set-up questionnaires, so accurate measure of motivation, behavior and meaning 

making is possible43. They have set-up different models, through which visitors with intellectual 

backgrounds (experts) can be identified, through questionnaires. These models will be discussed, 

highlighting how experts can be identified with these models, and how they are used within British 

Museum visitor research.  

Hierarchy of visitor engagement 

MHM identified four key drivers for visitor engagement, seen in figure 1. These four drivers (social, 

intellectual, emotional and spiritual) are seen as the main motivations for visitors and can help identify 

what visitors want and expect from their visit. The hierarchy is based on how much the visitor engages 

with the collection and objects – with social visitors having the least engagement and spiritual visitors 

achieving the highest.  

Important about the hierarchy is that it not only presents motivations (what benefits is the visitor 

seeking from a visit), but can also identify expectations (the benefits a visitor expects to get from a 

visit) and outcomes of a visit (whether the visitor may or may not have gained these benefits).  

 

                                                      
42 Falk, J.H. (2009) Identity and the Museum Visitor Experience, California: Left Coast Press (p.229) 
43 Morris Hargreaves McIntyre (2005) Never Mind the Width Feel the Quality, Manchester 

Figure 1 - Hierarchy of motivation (Morris Hargreaves McIntyre) 
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Figure 2presents motives that fit into the four key drivers. These are 

reasons why people visit – they hope and expect that their experience in 

the museum meets their motives to visit44.  

 

Through visitor research, the motivations, expectations and outcomes 

from a visit can be identified. The hierarchy allows comparing 

expectations and outcomes and contrasting them. By measuring all three 

factors, museums can get to a better understanding of the visitor 

experience.  

 

Expert audiences fit into the intellectual driver, and would either have a 

hobby interest or a academic or professional interest. Later in this chapter 

it will be discussed how the Hierarchy of Visitor Engagement is applied 

within the segmentation system of the British Museum, and how the 

expert target group fits into this hierarchy. 

 

 

 

Hierarchy of Meaning Making 

In Never Mind the Width, Feel the Quality, MHM presents a hierarchy of meaning making. These four 

meaning making modes – browser, follower, searcher and researcher – identify the different ways 

visitors use objects and collections, and what kind of interpretation they require. Similar to the 

engagement level, the meaning making modes are put in a hierarchy, with browsers making the least 

meaning up to researchers making the most meaning of collections. In the figure below the four 

meaning making modes are explained.  

It is important to realize that visitors can move into the following mode (eg. from searcher to 

researcher) if they are in some way encouraged to find out more about the collections – moving up 

from browser to follower this could be in looking for a further explanation and get involved in the 

narrative45. 

 

In the British Museum this hierarchy is viewed on how visitors actually behave in museums. The 

meaning making modes can be very meaningful and useful when looking at the behavioral 

characteristics of the four kinds of visitors. The explanation of how the British Museum uses the 

Hierarchy of Meaning Making is given later in this chapter. 

 

 

 

                                                      
44Morris Hargreaves McIntyre (2005), Never Mind the Width, Feel the Quality, Manchester 
45Ibid. 

Figure 2 - Hierarchy of visitor engagement 
(Morris Hargreaves McIntyre) 
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Figure 3 - Hierarchy of Meaning Making (Morris Hargreaves McIntyre 2005) 

 

 

When looking at defining experts, researchers are most similar in the way they engage with collections 

and what they need to engage. Searchers are in their way potential researchers and therefore 

potential experts when they require, and directed to, further sources of information. MHM put needs of 

every mode into the Map of Visitor Needs as seen below in figure 4. The needs for the four modes 

consist out of context – why they engage; content – what they engage with and experience – how they 

engage. Although it is known that researchers (experts) come in with very different backgrounds and 

mostly have a very specific area of interest, they can be identified because they usually share the 

same needs during a visit. As seen in the table MHM formulated, it is important for experts to access 

Browsers 

 Select objects themselves by 

browsing collections; gateway 

objects catches their 

attention.  

 Require explanation to make 

meaning  

Followers 

 Want the museum to select 

objects which illustrate 

themes or topics to follow 

 Require a narrative 

explanation or themes to 

make meaning 

 

Researchers 

  Focused and specialist 

museum visitors. They select 

objects themselves based on 

their knowledge on the 

subject. 

 Want to access expert 

information 

Searchers 

 Already have good general 

understanding, or intellectual 

grasp of the topic. They want 

to consume all the information 

available in the museum / 

exhibition on that subject 

 Rely on the museum to select 

and present objects that fit into 

their field of interest 
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objects they need, academic sources of information, and have access to professionals, amongst other 

things46.  

 

 

Figure 4 - Map of Visitor Needs (Morris Hargreaves McIntyre, 2005) 

 

                                                      
46Morris Hargreaves McIntyre (2005), Never Mind the Width, Feel the Quality, Manchester 
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Use of MHM models within the British Museum 

The British Museum uses the models discussed above in their visitor research. Visitor research on 

temporary exhibitions is usually conducted by MHM, just as the yearly rolling surveys. In addition to 

this, the British Museum develops gallery evaluation projects with interns, in which the models are 

used as well. Questionnaires and observations are used for the segmentation and the understanding 

of visitor experiences, through which the British Museum gains more understanding on their visitors. 

To understand how the British Museum and MHM segment their audiences, a short insight on the 

questions they use and the observations strategy. The segmentation system, developed by the MHM, 

for the museum is discussed first to get an understanding of which target groups the museums serves, 

and how they describe them.  

The British Museum segmentation system 

The British Museum identifies six target groups, as seen in figure 5 below.  

 

 

Figure 5 - British Museum segment table (Morris Hargreaves McIntyre) 

 

The segmentation of these target groups happens by motivation, rather than demographic information. 

In questionnaires in galleries and the general museum, visitors are asked what their motivation for the 
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visit was. These questions are both used in research that is conducted by MHM, as well as research 

developed by the interpretation team. When the visitor has a social motivations, he falls either into the 

family, sightseers or social repeat visitors group; visitor with intellectual reasons for visit are 

segmented as self-developers or experts and art lovers fit into the spiritual driver.   

 

There is a list of motivations that people can tick in questionnaires, as seen below; where after they 

segmentation table is used to put them in one of the seven target groups. Visitors are segmented as 

experts when they answer the motivation questions with „‟I have a personal / academic / professional 

interest in the subject‟‟, within the intellectual driver. There are no further questions asked in what 

subject the visitors are actually interested in, so there is no data available that offers a more in-depth 

view on the expert visitors.  

 

 

Figure 6 - Motivation statements (Morris Hargreaves McIntyre, 2011) 

 

Hierarchy of Meaning Making 

The hierarchy of Meaning Making is used in two ways within visitor research done by the British 

Museum: through questionnaires and observations. Originally, Morris Hargreaves McIntyre introduced 

the meaning makes modes in questionnaires, where they asked the visitor what expectations they had 

Experts 
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about their behavior in the gallery (entry meaning making mode) and how they actually behaved in the 

exhibition (meaning making impact). The questions MHM uses to get these results are the following: 

Entry meaning making mode 

- These are different ways in which visitors typically behave in museum and galleries. Thinking 

back to when you arrived at the exhibition today, which of these did you expect to do / 

behave? 

1. Browse around until particular objects caught my eye Browser 

2. Follow the theme of the exhibition Follower 

3. Immerse myself in the exhibition to get as much out of it as possible Searcher 

4. Spend time researching or studying particular objects Researcher 

Meaning making impact 

- And which of these did you actually do during your visit?  

1. Browsed around until particular objects caught my eye Browser 

2. Followed the theme of the exhibition Follower 

3. Immersed myself in the exhibition to get as much out of it as possible Searcher 

4. Spent time research or studying particular objects47 Researcher 

 

The data gathered with these questions helps the museum to identify what visitors expected from their 

visit, and how they behaved during the visit. Since the hierarchy of meaning-making is not fixed and 

visitors can move within the hierarchy, evaluation can show how visitors have moved within the 

hierarchy. Impact of an exhibition can be measured through these results. 

 

Within the British Museum, the hierarchy of meaning making is also used as an observation tool. This 

tool is based on the meaning making modes of MHM and is used to see how visitors behave in 

galleries. In gallery evaluations conducted by staff of the British Museum this tool is used, because the 

museum feels that this tool offers the opportunity to have actually look at behavior, rather than people 

saying themselves how they behave in galleries48. The observation tool looks at the viewing strategy of 

visitors and categorizes them in one of these four groups: 

- Browser: Visitor following a random path often just stopping at objects that catch their eye. 

- Follower: Visitor who attempts to follow the narrative of the exhibit, such as moving from case 

to case in search of a theme. 

- Single Object Choosers: Visitors that spent a majority of their time in the gallery looking at 

one object.  

- Completists: Visitors who stop at almost everything in the gallery. 

It is chosen to not use the terms searcher and researcher, since these will get known when a 

questionnaire is conducted. Single objects choosers and completists is a more behavioral way of 

going through galleries and therefore easier identified than searcher of researcher.   

                                                      
47 Morris Hargreaves McIntyre,(2010)Book of the Dead Survey, London 
48 D. Francis, interview held in the British Museum, London, 13 May 2011 
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Expert definition 

The study of MHM and Falk‟s theory on visitor motivation and segmentation helps understanding en 

defining experts throughout this research. This paragraph shows a short definition and overview of 

visitors‟ motivations and needs – this will be used throughout this dissertation as the definition of 

experts.  

 

‘Specialists wanting to deepen their knowledge further by engaging deeply with the collection’ 

 

Needs Motivations 

Access to museum knowledge (professionals, 

study rooms, (web) resources) 

To gain more knowledge on area of interest 

Meet museum professionals in subject area  

Access to high-quality content    

Recognition as knowledgeable visitors   

  

 

To understand expert audiences it is most important to understand their broad needs and the fact that 

they have very diverse backgrounds and subject-areas. Their study will be influenced by their frame of 

reference – personal backgrounds, experiences, opinions and knowledge.  
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4.   Methodology 

In the early stages, decisions needed to be made on which methodologies to use, to be able to gather 

the right information for this dissertation. Prior to and during the work placement at the British Museum 

the methodologies were chosen to get the best results.  

In the dissertation proposal, the main research question was formulated to decide on the main subject 

of this research: 

„In what ways can museums let expert visitors participate and use their knowledge in exhibitions?‟ 

The research has been focused on this subject, but it was necessary to first find out more about expert 

visitors itself to be able to answer this main question. Visitor research in the British Museum gave the 

opportunity to define the expert target group for this research as a case study, while literature research 

offers to have a look on what has already been written about expert visitors, participatory projects and 

the history of museums. These subjects provided a framework in which the research should take 

place.  

While the British Museum offered the opportunity to conduct visitor research and case studies in which 

experts were involved, this research did require a broader look on the subject. Therefore it was 

decided to include case studies from other London-based museum. Through case studies the different 

possibilities of expert involvement can be explored, while the British Museum research offers an 

insight look on experts experience museums. 

The most important steps taken in visitor research are discussed in this chapter, discussing the 

choices made throughout the period of data gathering.  

Visitor research 

Visitor research in the British Museum was the centre of this research. Without this, there would have 

only been a theoretical research which could not have given an insight look in the expert visitors. At 

first, a strategy needed to be written to decide on the aims for the research and find out which 

methodologies would suit these aims best.  

Strategy 

At that point, it was decided that a questionnaire conducted in the galleries would be best to find out 

about expert visitors. A gallery questionnaire could give the following information: 

- Backgrounds of expert visitors; 

- Use of museums; 

- Motivations to visit museums. 

It was decided that these questionnaires could not focus on the participatory needs of the expert 

visitors and should only focus on the subject above. The aim was to keep the gallery questionnaires 

short and not too time-consuming for the respondents. Since the low number of expert visitors in the 
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museum (3% according to the 10/11 segmentation report)49, gallery interviews would be a time-

consuming activity.  

 

This decision gave two important things to think about: 

- How to find out about experts‟ participatory needs? 

- How to make the response number as high as possible? 

 

To get a view on participatory needs of expert visitors, in-depth interviews were needed. In the first 

stages of the research, it was discussed to do accompanied visits with expert visitors and follow-up in-

depth interviews on how they use museums, and in particular their participatory needs. A problem that 

occurred was how to find experts at short notice to be involved in these interviews?  

This problem was solved alongside the question on how to get a higher response number of experts. 

The British Museum has departmental study rooms and a library, of which the visitors are more likely 

to have a personal, academic or professional interest in study areas. Study rooms were contacted and 

five of those study rooms got involved in the research. The study rooms would offer self-completion 

questionnaires to their visitors, so there could be more time spent in the museum galleries to do 

interviews. In the study room questionnaires people were asked if they wanted to be involved in further 

research. If they did, they were contacted to plan an in-depth interview. It was decided to only conduct 

in-depth interviews and no accompanied visits, since the latter would be too time-consuming for both 

the research as the expert respondent. The time of research in the British Museum (February – June 

2010) was too short to do accompanied visits, because they were found to be too time-consuming.  

These choices made during these three methodologies are discussed below. 

Gallery questionnaires 

The gallery questionnaires have been conducted from the start of March 2011 to the end of April 2011. 

The questionnaires focused on  

- Backgrounds of expert visitors; 

- Use of museums; 

- Motivations to visit museums. 

The questions in the questionnaire were formulated around these subjects in the first pilot version of 

the questionnaire. This pilot version is to be found in appendix 1. The themes in the questionnaires 

were the following: 

- General: this part focused on defining whether the visitor was an expert or not. These was 

decided through the questions on professional/academic or personal interest and how the 

visitor though their level of knowledge covered subject areas in the museum.  

If a visitor was considered as an expert, the interview would follow after this question. If not, 

the interview stopped after this point. 

- Museum visits and area of knowledge were both used to find out more about knowledge 

backgrounds and how experts use museums.  

                                                      
49Morris Hargreaves McIntyre (2011),British Museum segmentation report 2010/11, Manchester(p.6) 
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Pilot  

The following four galleries were chosen to complete the questionnaires. The pilot period took place in 

two galleries and there were 9 interviews completed, after which the questionnaire was improved 

where needed. The galleries were the pilots took place, were the following: 

- Room95: David Percival Ceramics: Chinese ceramics (permanent gallery, chosen because 

recent visitor research showed a relatively high number of expert visitors50.) 

- Room 90: Prints and Drawings: has a high number of experts coming in and it would 

possibly help raise response numbers.  

After the pilot period, these galleries were still amongst those were questionnaires were taken.  

Data gathering 

After the pilot period small improvements were made in the final version of the questionnaires. This 

improved questionnaire is to be found in appendix 2. In addition to the galleries were the pilot 

questionnaires were taken, the following two were added to get a broader view on the expert 

audience.  

- Room 2: Adornment and Identity: Jewellery and Costume from Oman (temporary 

exhibition, and could therefore attract a different sort of audience who is specifically visiting 

for the subject); 

- Room 41: Early Medieval Europe (permanent gallery, set to be closed and refurbished from 

September 2011 and recent visitor research showed low numbers of experts51: focusing on 

the experts in the gallery by my research could provide more insight on the needs of experts 

and can be taken in consideration during the process of refurbishment).  

Room 41 showed to be more difficult and time consuming due to a higher number of walk-throughs 

and browsers. To make the time spend working in galleries more effective, other rooms were added to 

the research as well. These were the following:  

 Room 39: Clocks and Watches 

 Room 40: Medieval Europe  

 Room 68: Money 

 Room 69: Greek and Roman life 

 Room 70: Roman Empire 

 Room 71:Etruscan World 

Focusing on different galleries made the process time-consuming but ended up giving more expert 

response than just only focusing on the four galleries planned to use for the research, as well as giving 

the chance to get a more diverse range of visitors. Since the overall response numbers are low (51 

completed questionnaires, of which 21 experts), the results will still need a critical approach and it 

needs to be taken in consideration that every expert usually has a very specific background, and 

therefore the results cannot be looked as a defined group for the British Museum.  

                                                      
50 Gardener, C. (2010) A Summative Evaluation of the Sir Percival David Ceramics Gallery at the British Museum, London 
51 Davidson, J. and Locsin, K. (2010) Visitor evaluation of Gallery 41: Early Medieval Europe, London 
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Study room questionnaires 

Departmental study rooms and the Paul Hamlyn Library were contacted if they wanted to take part in 

the research. Four study rooms and the Library agreed to be involved in the research and they allowed 

self-completion questionnaires in the galleries. The study rooms were:  

 

Study room / library Contact 

Centre of Anthropology (CoA) Jan Ayres / Gillian Bayes 

Paul Hamlyn Library (PHL) Eva Nueno / Philip Roe 

Coins and Medals (C&M) Thomas Hockenhull 

Ancient Egypt and Sudan (AES) Susanne Woodhouse 

Prints and Drawings* (P&D) Angela Roche / Angela Bodart 

*prints and drawings is cursive because they did provide visitor numbers and information, as well as the opportunity to put 

questionnaires in the study rooms, but unfortunately could not get their visitors to fill in the questionnaires and therefore did not 

provide any additional data on their visitors.  

Background of study rooms 

The study rooms were chosen because of their differences number of visitors and accessibility. To 

understand why the different study rooms were chosen a short background of all is given.  

 

Centre of Anthropology 

(CoA)  

- Does not require contacting to apply for access; open character 

because of location next to Museum‟s north entrance. 

- Offers access to Anthropology Library and information about 

ethnographic collections and object identification service. 

- Diverse audience – from walk-ins to subject-focused specialists  

- Works closely with Royal Anthropological Institute (RAI) to 

organize lectures and seminars.52 

 

Paul Hamlyn Library (PHL) - Does not require contacting to apply for access; open character 

because of location next to Room 2.  

- Wide ranging collection, including archaeology, history, art, 

numismatics, Egyptology, Classical antiquities, oriental art and 

museum studies. 

- Diverse audience –large number of random visitors, families 

(because of family desk in the library) and students. Less research 

focused.  

- A visit of the Library is likely to be combined with a visit to the 

whole museum53.  

 

 

                                                      
52J. Ayres, interview held in the Centre of Anthropology of the British Museum, London, 15 March 2011.  
53E. Nueno, interview held in the Paul Hamlyn Library of the British Museum, London, 15 March 2011.  
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Coins and Medals (C&M) - Requires contacting study room to make an appointment for 

visiting.  

- Offers a large collection of books considering numismatics and the 

Coins and Medals collection of the museum.  

- Low number of visitors; highly specific subject-research and large 

number of repeat visits54.  

 

Ancient Egypt and Sudan 

(AES) 

- Requires contacting study room to make an appointment for 

visiting.  

- Offers an extensive collection on Egyptology and Sudanology, in 

both books and objects.  

- Diverse types of visitors; large number of visitors since the library 

is one of the most extensive on the subject in the world55.   

Questionnaires 

It was decided that the study room questionnaires should be self-completion, so that it would not be 

time-consuming for both study room staff as well as the respondents. The questionnaire focused on: 

- Backgrounds of expert visitors; 

- Use of museums and study rooms; 

- Motivations to visit museums and study rooms. 

Also, a question was added if the respondent wanted to be involved in follow-up research (in-depth 

interviews).  

A shot pilot period was held in the Centre of Anthropology, with three respondents. The first version of 

the questionnaire can be found in appendix 3. The final version for the study room questionnaire is 

found in appendix 4and the Paul Hamlyn Library questionnaire is to be found in appendix 5. 

 

The questionnaires were handed out in a period of a month, from March 24 2011 to April 27 2011, 

although because of holidays there were no new finished questionnaires in the last week. Once every 

week or two weeks questionnaires were gathered in the study room and put into the computer for 

analysis and respondents who said to be interested in being involved in the in-depth interview were e-

mailed.  

In-depth interviews 

The in-depth interviews were a methodology which should help the understanding about expert needs 

and the use of museums, as well as their participatory needs. Respondents of the study room were 

contacted and scheduled to interview. Three respondents were interviewed in the museum; one 

respondent was contacted over Skype.  

 

                                                      
54T. Hockenhull, interview held in Coins and Medals study room in the British Museum, London, 18 March 2011 
55S. Woodhouse, interview held in Ancient Egypt and Sudan study room in the British Museum, London, 10 March 2011 
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The respondents were as following: 

- Female MA student in Ancient Egypt, from Brazil. Daily visitor of the Ancient Egypt and Sudan 

study room. Interview to be found in appendix 6; 

- Female PHD student in Greek Numismatics, from Canada. One-time visitor of the Coins and 

Medals study room. Interview to be found in appendix 7; 

- Male personal interest visitor, self-studying in History and Arts, from Italy. Semi-regular visitor 

of the Paul Hamlyn library. Interview to be found in appendix 8; 

- Female academic in Egyptology and Archeology, from Germany. Post doctoral research. 

Frequent visitor of the Ancient Egypt and Sudan study room and academically involved in 

museum‟s work. Interview to be found in appendix 9. 

 

The interviews were held in the canteen of the British Museum and took between thirty minutes and an 

hour. The interviews focused on the same questions as much as possible, to make the results easier 

comparable. A standard question sheet is to be found in appendix 10.The questions were looked at 

before every interview and the information offered in the gallery questionnaire was used to personalize 

the questions.  

Analysis 

The data of both questionnaires were put into Excel, through data-input sheets, which can be found in 

appendix 11(data-input sheet gallery questionnaires) and appendix 12 (data-input sheet study room 

questionnaires). The analysis of the results happened through the data in Excel and focused on: 

- Demographic findings; 

- Study involvement; 

- Knowledge areas; 

- Visit motivations; 

- Museum visits.  

The findings can be read in chapter 6. Findings. The analysis was based on both qualitative and 

quantitative information. Most information was tried to put into graphs and tables to get a good 

overview on aspects of experts, but in some cases it needed a more in-depth look and could not be 

put in graphs, because of the diversity of answers by respondents. 

Case studies 

One of the methodologies chosen was to do case studies amongst other London-based museums, to 

make sure the research was not fully focused on the British Museum and museum practice in the UK 

was taken in consideration, to get a bigger view on the subject.  

- To get a broader view on expert involvement in museums projects; 

- To see the difference between the importance of (expert) visitor involvement in both small 

museums and national museums.  

The interviews will be taken in consideration in the findings and final recommendations chapters, to 

discuss the possibilities of visitor involvement.  
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Victoria and Albert Museum 

The first museum chosen was the Victoria and Albert Museum (V&A, as the Tell us what you think 

device in the Ceramics Galleries sparked the interest for this research. Since the research I conducted 

on the device in 2010 was mostly based on usability and technical aspects, an interview with Juliette 

Fritsch (Head of Gallery Interpretation, Evaluation and Resources) was planned on 14 February 2011. 

This interview focused on how the V&A uses experts throughout different phases in museum practice. 

The interview was not recorded. A short summary of the interview can be found in appendix 13.  

Natural History Museum 

The Natural History Museum (NHM) opened the Angela McMarmot Centre for UK Biodiversity as a 

„‟hub for amateur naturalists, enthusiasts and other societies studying British wildlife.‟‟56 The Centre 

offers workspace for research, reference collections and has an identification service. The 

identification service is both online and onsite – a forum on the web gives people the opportunity to 

send in pictures and queries about wild life (insects, plants, fossils, etc.) they have seen and the centre 

opens several times a week for the same reasons: visitors can take in insects, plants, fossils and more 

to be identified by one of the identification enquiries officers. Stuart Hine is manager of the Centre, and 

is the insect identification officer.  

He was chosen to interview because of the interesting set-up of the Centre, where experts, hobbyists 

and inexperienced visitors come together and help each other identifying the things they have found. 

The interview focused on the work of the Centre, the identification service, the audience and how the 

museum could get more interactive with both experts and other audience groups.  

The interview took place on 29 March 2011 and was recorded. The transcription can be found in 

appendix 14. 

Horniman Museum 

To meet the aim of finding a non-national museum with the focus on community, the Horniman 

Museum was an interesting choice. During the end of the 1990s the museum redesigned their gallery 

about African Art, now known as the African Worlds Gallery. In this gallery multiple view points are 

shown, by both members of the community in London as well as experts on the subject, both based in 

London as in Africa. In this project the voice of different sorts of experts were a big part in developing 

stage of the exhibition, as well as after the exhibition was opened.  

The first person contacted for the interview was Wayne Modest, former Keeper of Anthropology at the 

Horniman Museum, who played a big part in redesigning the galleries. He is currently based in the 

Tropenmuseum in Amsterdam, and therefore I was advised to contact Finbarr Whooley (Assistant 

Director Curatorial and Public Services). The interview focused on the process of making the 

exhibition and in what different ways both experts and community were involved. The interview took 

place on 19 April 2011 and was recorded. The transcription of the interview can be found in appendix 

15. 

                                                      
56 Angela McMarmot Centre for UK Biodiversity. www.nhm.ac.uk/visit-us/darwin-centre-visitors/marmot-centre/index.html 
(Requested 10-05-2011) 

http://www.nhm.ac.uk/visit-us/darwin-centre-visitors/marmot-centre/index.html
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British Museum 

Within the British Museum there were two interesting projects that involved visitor and expert 

involvement: the History of the World website and the Portable Antiquities Scheme. The British 

Museums‟ projects are important to see what the British Museum, as a National museum, is already 

doing on visitor participation and what the benefits for participants and the museums are. For both 

projects, a member of staff of the Museum involved in the project was interviewed.  

History of the World website 

History of the World in 100 objects was a project which took place in 2010 where the museum worked 

together with the BBC, highlighting 100 important objects significant for world culture in Radio 4 

programs, presented by the British Museum director, Neil MacGregor. To let audiences engage more 

with the objects and the program, the History of the World website was set-up as a participatory 

project. UK-based museums were involved in sharing their objects, as well as members of the 

audience. They shared stories on the object and their significance for either local, UK or world history. 

In the description of the 100 initial objects, viewpoints of different experts were added to allow the 

audience to form their own opinions on objects and to show them there are many different ways of 

looking at objects.  

An interview was held with David Prudames, senior content commissioner of the BM‟ web team. To 

discuss the ways of expert interaction and contribution during the project. The interview with David 

was held on 29 March 2011 and a summary of the interview is found in appendix 16. 

Portable Antiquities Scheme (PAS) 

The Portable Antiquities Scheme is to support people who find treasures and antiquities in the UK. 

The Treasure Act 1996 requires people by law to register finds that qualify as Treasure (gold and 

silver objects and coin hoards of over 300 years old and prehistoric base-metal assemblages). The 

PAS is a voluntary scheme to record other found archeological objects57. The scheme is coordinated 

by the British Museum and works with liaison officers in every county, to help metal detector hobbyist 

in recording and identifying their finds. Metal detection is a heritage activity that involves an high 

number of people in the C2, D and E social classes58, and the PAS educates them about the 

importance of registering finds and developments that improve detecting work (such as GPS and 

conservation).  

This scheme is an interesting part for the research, as it is about hobbyists and in most cases, non-

academic or –professional experts. The interview took place on 12 April 2011, with Sam Moorhead, 

National Finds Advisor, based in the Coins and Medals Department of the BM. A summary of the 

interview can be found in appendix 17.  

 

                                                      
57 Portable Antiquities Scheme, www.finds.org.uk (Requested 10-05-2011) 
58 C2 – skilled manual workers, D – semi- and unskilled workers, E – pensioners, the unemployed, casual or lowest grade 
workers (Socio-Economic Classification 2000) 

http://www.finds.org.uk/
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5. Findings 

To redefine and gain more understanding on the expert target group, the results of visitor research 

and case studies have been interpreted and discussed below. This chapter will focus on both the 

expert audience of the British Museum, as well as the value of expert knowledge for museums overall. 

It should provide a more in-depth look on the expert target group of the British Museum.  

Sample group / demographic findings 

The demographics of the respondents of gallery and study room questionnaires are discussed shortly, 

to get a view on the sample group used in the research. If, throughout the findings chapter, 

demographic information has an interesting relation to other information, this will be discussed.  

Overall a number of 90 respondents took part questionnaires, of which 

- 51 respondents completed the gallery questionnaire; 

o Of which 22 respondents fell into the expert segment 

- 39 respondents completed the study room questionnaire. 

Gender 

The number of males and females responding to one of two questionnaires is fairly equal, with a 

slightly higher response number of females in the study room questionnaires.  

Figure 7 shows the gender of both questionnaires‟ respondents. The overall number of males and 

females in the gallery respondents has been divided into respondents who were later classified as 

expert or non-expert.  

- In the study room questionnaires two respondents did not answer the gender question, 

therefore the response number is 88 instead of 90.  

- Male and female groups consist both of 44 respondents.  

- Looking at expert response (this does not count in the respondents classified as non-experts), 

the number of female respondents is slight higher (33 respondents) than the number of male 

respondents (27 respondents). 

- Both males and females are equally represented in the research, and presumably in the 

expert segment as well. There are no significant differences to be seen in the numbers. 

 

 

Figure 7 - Gender - overall questionnaire respondents (N=88) 
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Age 

In the age category, only respondents who are categorized as experts are considered. The age 

numbers of the non-experts are not of interest, because they will not tell us about how the expert 

audience is build up.  

 

 

Figure 8 - Experts' age and gender 

The age groups are divided in both gender and if the respondent completed the gallery or study room 

questionnaire.  

- The younger age groups (17-24 and 25-34) are significantly better represented in this sample 

group. The highest numbers in these age groups are represented by respondents of the study 

room questionnaires – these respondents are most likely students seen their age and the 

significantly higher number of respondents in these age groups attending the study rooms.  

- 17 female study room respondents are either in the 17-24 or 25-34 age groups, which is much 

higher than the other four age group, in which only 4 respondents are in (with 3 in the age 

group 35-44) 

- The other three groups (gallery and study room males and gallery females) are equally divided 

in the other age groups –all have between 5 and 10 respondents in the age groups. Only male 

gallery visitors are not to be seen in the 35-44 age group, but seeing the low sample number 

of gallery respondents this does not necessarily mean that this age group is underrepresented 

in the overall British Museum expert audience.  

Country of residence 

The visitors were asked to specify from which country they came. This was not grouped into 

categories, which usually is done in British Museum questionnaires. To get a better overview of the 

origin of the respondents, the answers have been grouped as seen in figure 9. 
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Figure 9 - Origins of expert respondents 

- The majority of the expert respondents are from the UK. This is similar to the results on the 

2010/11 segmentation report, which says that expert visitors are most likely to come from 

London59. Although this is grouped into the whole of the UK, it still does represent the largest 

part of the target group.  

Backgrounds 

One of the aims of the research was to find out more about expert visitors and their backgrounds. The 

British Museum could understand the target group better, when gaining more insight on their 

backgrounds, knowledge levels and the level they are involved in their studies. This part of the chapter 

will focus on the backgrounds of the audience. 

Knowledge backgrounds 

An important part of the research is to find out more with what kind of knowledge the expert target 

group of the British Museum enters the museum. Although it is known that this target group is diverse 

in its knowledge backgrounds and that experts have very diverse subjects of research and interest, 

this research tried to get a grip on which knowledge backgrounds experts have. This is done by 

grouping them into categories to see in what way they are involved in their studies (students, 

professionals and self-study), to see what formal qualifications they have (if they do) and which subject 

they are studying.  

                                                      
59Morris Hargreaves McIntyre (2011), British Museum segmentation report 2010/11 (p.21) 
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Involvement in study 

One of the ways to categorize experts is through their current involvement in their studies. For this, 

four categories were formulated to which experts could belong: (1) student; (2) academic; (3) 

professional and (4) personal interest. The definitions of these categories are: 

- Students are currently involved in their subject of interest through formal education; 

- Professionals are currently involved in their subject of interest through a job; 

- Academics are currently involved in their subject of interest through research attached to a 

university; 

- Personal interest visitors are currently involved in their subject interest through self-study 

and self-motivated interest, or have a formal qualification in the subject but are not 

professionally or academically involved in the subject.  

These groups all fit into the expert target group of the British Museum, because of their motivations 

and they way the use museums. They do, however, study in different ways and possibly use museums 

in different ways or their motivations could differ from each other. The following paragraphs focus on 

this categorization and what the differences and similarities are. 

Gallery questionnaires 

In the gallery questionnaires there was no direct question as in the study rooms, to analyze current 

involvement of the respondent, so the answers of Q2, Q3, Q4 and Q10 of the questionnaire were 

interpreted to categorize the respondents‟ involvement in study. 

The results (N=22): 

- Student   7 

- Academic  4 

- Professional  6  

- Personal interest 5 

Study room questionnaires 

In the study room questionnaires respondents filled in whether they were involved by as (1) student, 

(2) professional or (3) personal interest (hobbyist). Table 3 shows the different categories and which 

study room they attended. 
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Table 3 - Study room respondents' subject involvement 

 Student Professional Personal interest Total 

Centre of Anthropology (CoA) 5 3 4 12 

Coins and Medals (C&M) 4 1 2 7 

Ancient Egypt and Sudan (AES) 8  2 (3)* 0 10 

Paul Hamlyn Library (PHL) 4 1 4 9 

(10)** 

Total 21 7 10 38 

 

* One of the AES respondents answered the question with both professional and student involvement (PhD student 

and assistant lecturer). Seen his current status as PhD student at a London-based university, this respondent will from 

now on be considered as a student rather than a professional.  

**One visitor of the Paul Hamlyn library did not answer this question and therefore the response number is 9, instead 

of 10.  

 

As to be seen in the results above, the study room questionnaires included academics and 

professionals in the same category (professionals). Therefore the answers of these respondents were 

looked at critically through the definitions made at the start of this paragraph.  

- Three respondents were categorized as academics; 

- Four respondents were categorized as professionals.  

 

 

Figure 10 - Overall respondents' involvement in study subjects 

 

Figure 10 shows how the four categories are represented by the respondents of both questionnaires.  

- The gallery questionnaires show that the four categories are equally represented in the 

galleries.  

- The number of students is significantly higher than other categories of the study room 

respondents. Studies require access to libraries and objects, which cannot always be provided 
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by the university. The British Museum study rooms allow students to access these resources, 

which can explain the high representation of students amongst the study room respondents. 

Also, it is more likely that students have the opportunity to attend the study rooms from 9 to 5, 

depending on the amount of time they spend at university.  

- The number of personal interest experts to the study rooms could be explained by looking at 

table 3. The Centre of Anthropology and Paul Hamlyn Library have the highest number of 

personal interest visitors. Both of these study rooms are easy accessible for all museums 

visitors and do not require visitors to make an appointment before their visit via contacting the 

department, which Ancient Egypt and Sudan and the Coins and Medals study rooms do 

require.  

 

In the demographic findings, it was stated that the high number of younger respondents, would 

possibly come from the high number of students involved in the questionnaires. As this chapter states 

that the most respondents are students, the age groups and four categories are compared in figure 

11.  

 

 

Figure 11 - Study involvement categories' age groups 

- This table confirms that the high number of younger respondents come from the student 

category. The age groups 17-24 and 25-34 represent over half of all respondents, with the 

majority in the student category. This could say most experts are student and in the lower age 

groups. Again, this could be caused by the time they have available to attend to study rooms.  

Capacity of study  

Both gallery questionnaires and study room questionnaires allowed respondents to expand on their 

subject and capacity of study. These questions (Q10 and Q12 in gallery questionnaires and Q9 and 10 

in study room questionnaires) show very diverse data and it will be difficult to show this in quantitative 

results. However, it is tried to get a grip first on the level they are currently involved in their studies.  
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In figure 12, the level of studies of the gallery respondents (left chart) and study room respondents 

(right chart). The capacity of study are shown within one of the four involvement categories (students, 

academics, professionals and personal interest), to get a view on how these four groups are build up. 

There are seven levels of study capacity formulated, based on the answers in the questionnaires. In 

the student category, these are the current levels they are involved in; for the three other groups these 

are the highest level they have reached in their studies. 

 

 

Figure 12 - Capacity of study 

 

Figure 12 shows that almost all respondents have a formal qualification that supports their subject of 

interest. The diversity of study capacity of expert visitors is visible in the graph – expert visitors of the 

British Museum have very diverse backgrounds, in either study or personal motivation.  

- All students are involved in studying for formal qualifications at institutions. The number of 

PhD students within the study room respondents is high compared to the others groups. As 

noted before, this could be because of the access to library, objects and professionals needed 

for their research.  

- One of the academics in the study room questionnaires, says to be involved in self-study. Her 

questionnaire says that she is attached to a university as a professional. It does not make 

clear though if her research in the British Museum was for purely personal research, or that, in 

some way, it was related to her work at the university. 

- The majority of the personal interest respondents do not have a formal qualification in their 

subject of interest. This supports the British Museum segmentation system that experts are 
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intrinsically motivated to gain more knowledge, and this is not necessarily influenced by a 

formal qualification in the subject. 

Knowledge backgrounds 

Experts are very diverse in their knowledge backgrounds, and the subjects they are studying in the 

museum. To find out more on which subjects are studied most by visitors of the British Museum, and 

therefore gaining a more in-depth look in the study areas of experts, the respondents were asked 

which field their subject of interest was in.  

Based on the collections of the British Museum, six specific areas of knowledge were formulated to get 

a grip on how these areas where covered. The options were: (1) anthropology; (2) ethnography; (3) art 

history; (4) history; (5) archeology and (6) art history. Also, there was the possibility to choose (7) 

other, which the visitor had to specify. 

 

A total of 25 out of 61 respondents chose to tick more than one area of knowledge in the 

questionnaire. This could vary from two to five answers. When looking to find out specifically more 

about experts‟ area of knowledge, these results will not give a clear enough view on which subjects 

covered in the museum are studied by experts. Instead, the overall number of 104 answers could 

influence the image on what the main areas of knowledge covered in the museum are. For this 

reason, the answers were looked critically and grouped into „main areas of knowledge‟, based on the 

answers respondents gave on the following questions: 

- Could you specify your area of knowledge? (Q12 in gallery questionnaire; Q9 in study room 

questionnaire) 

- In which capacity have you studied your area of interest? (Q10 in gallery questionnaire and 

study room questionnaire). 

The answers helped in getting a more focused view on what the main areas of knowledge were, and 

help this research getting a more specific view to what extend which areas of knowledge are studied 

by visitors of the museum. Figure 13 compares the overall answers (N=104) to the main knowledge 

areas (N=61). 

 

Figure 13 - Overall respondents' area of knowledge 
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- History is overall the main area studied by expert visitors (13 respondents), followed closely by 

archeology (11 respondents) and other (11 respondents). The answers given in Other will be 

discussed shortly later in this paragraph.  

- In the overall answers, archeology and art history have had the highest response number, 

followed closely by history.  

 

The high response number in „other‟ can be mostly traced back to the study room questionnaires were 

9 respondents who gave „other‟ as their only answers. If „other‟ was given as an answer in 

combinations with others, these respondents were placed in one the main categories.  

The specifications of area of knowledge in the gallery questionnaire were as following (2 respondents 

were categorized in the „other‟ area): 

- Museum professional   -     Conservation 

The specifications in the study room were as following (9 respondents); 

- Egyptology (3 respondents)  -     Architecture (1 respondent) 

- Numismatics (2 respondents)  -     Science (1 respondent) 

- Classics (1 respondent)   -     Zen Buddhism (1 respondent) 

These answers were kept in the „other‟ category since the respondents did not give more than one 

answer. Although some respondents who gave more than one answer (for example (6) history and (7) 

other; Egyptology) were categorized in the history area, this does not mean that the respondents who 

only answered „Egyptology‟ are necessarily in the history area. Therefore, the answers above are not 

categorized in one the main areas and discussed later in this chapter.  

 

Figure 13 offers a look into how the main subjects of the museum are covered by experts, but seen 

the diversity in experts backgrounds and study subjects, it is necessary to look at specific study 

subjects to fully understand which areas experts cover. The high number of multiple answers on the 

„area of knowledge‟ question, shows that expert knowledge is not only based on just one knowledge 

area, but can be influenced by other areas as well. The rest of the chapter will discuss this diversity in 

knowledge areas and study subjects, who should help understand the experts within the British 

Museum.  

Coverage of subject areas 

In British Museum visitor research, one question asked in surveys is how the visitor thinks their level of 

knowledge cover the subject areas in the museum. With this question, it can be tracked how much 

visitors come in with prior knowledge and what level that knowledge is. In the overall findings in the 

rolling survey of 2010/11, 11% of the visitor stated that they had specialist knowledge of the subjects 

and 77% stated that they had general knowledge, leaving 12% with little or no knowledge.  

 

This is primarily based on how visitors see their selves and does not necessarily say whether they 

belong to the expert segment or not. To find out how expert view themselves and their level of 

knowledge, this question was asked in the gallery questionnaires as well. The four categories will be 
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considered, as well as their knowledge backgrounds. Figure 14 shows how experts respondents feel 

their knowledge covers the subjects in the British Museum.  

 

 

Figure 14 - Coverage of subject areas (N=22) 

 

Since the numbers of all groups are slightly different, and low, it might be hard to draw actual 

conclusions on how the visitors in the expert target group view themselves and how they feel their 

area of knowledge covers the subject areas within the museum. Also, the respondents in the study 

room questionnaires have not been taken into consideration, so it does not provide an overall view.  

 

- The students who thought their level of knowledge was general were both BA students, while 

the other five were in their PhDs or MAs. This could say that BA level students do not consider 

their knowledge as expert yet.  

- The two professionals who said their knowledge level was general were both restorers, and 

therefore more practically involved in their interest. Since the museum galleries are more 

intellectually focused than practical, this could say why they have chosen general, because 

their practice is not necessarily covered in the museum.  

- The academic visitors who specified their knowledge as general were an interesting case – 

one of them said she was not visiting the museum for intellectual reasons on this particular 

visit and therefore said her level was general. The other academic was unsure about leveling 

his knowledge: „he said highly general‟, but considering his level of research within museum 

study rooms and the fact that he had written books on subject area, does say he was an 

expert.  

- The personal interest visitors who said their level of knowledge was general, both had fairly 

broad interests and may not have studying them enough to call themselves experts.   
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Subject of research 

As said in the previous paragraphs, it is very hard to actually get a grip on what the research subject 

areas of experts are. Experts are very diverse and study done by expert visitors covers a wide range 

of subjects. In a museum like the British Museum this is not a surprise: the museum also covers a 

wide range of subjects in more than 90 galleries and the study rooms offer even more extensive 

information on the collections.  

Respondents were asked to specify their subjects of interest and these answers will be looked at in 

the next chapter, but it is important to realize that these answers vary with every expert entering the 

museum. For this reason, the subjects of study are not looked at specifically because they do not tell 

us much about experts as an audience group. It does, however, provide an image about the diversity 

of research subjects, how this relates to experts as an audience group and the subject areas covered 

in the British Museum. This paragraph will discuss research subjects within the four categories 

(students, academics, professionals and personal interest visitors), but also the differences between 

gallery and study room visitors. 

Students 

Students visiting the galleries tend to be less specific about their subject of study than students visiting 

the study room. The seven student respondents of the gallery questionnaires, give a very basic view 

on what they are students in. Their study subjects are, as expected, very similar to what galleries they 

were visiting at the point of taking the questionnaires. Three of them were interviewed in the Percival 

David Gallery and are studying either Ceramics or Asian Arts, three other were interviewed in the 

galleries on different ancient civilizations and were all art students, at that moment focusing on 

statues. The seventh student was a student in History, interviewed in the Medieval Europe gallery. 

Although this information is rather specific for those seven respondents, it does suggest that expert 

visitors to the museums galleries are very focused and tend to find the galleries they want to see quite 

easily. They either said they were not visiting any other galleries that day, or a gallery similar to their 

subject matter. The number of gallery respondents in the student category is small, and therefore the 

results need to be looked at critically. The small number of respondents do confirm the focus expert 

visitors have on specific subjects and galleries when visiting a museum.  

 

Students in the study rooms tend to be more specific on their subject of research. The previous 

paragraph on knowledge areas and the fact that over half of the respondents choose more than one 

area can be better understood when looking at students‟ subject specifications. Their subjects usually 

involve more than one area, such as a combination of history and arts (for instance; „textiles and 

heraldry in Medieval Europe‟). Students come into the museum and study rooms for a very specific 

subject they are researching, because the galleries do not offer enough information for their research.  

Academics  

All of the academics interviewed were in some way involved in academic research – just as students 

they have a very specific subject art, supported by the university they doing research for. They also 

tend to choose more than one knowledge area in which they are involved in. Both study room and 
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gallery questionnaires respondents seem to be very focused in their research, and visit the gallery or 

study room they need to support their research best – they do either not visit other galleries or only 

ones that are relevant to their research. One of the gallery respondents noted that he would not be 

visiting any British Museum galleries on this visit, but would be going to the V&A to see galleries that 

would supports his research (medieval wood carvings).  

Professionals 

Professionals all have more practical subject areas that they are interested in. Professionals that are 

visiting the museums galleries tend to have a more practical subject of interest, such as art practice 

(painters, sculptors and jewelers), teachers or museum professionals. They tend to rather visit 

museums to get inspired or seeing objects in context, than to actually research. 

The study room visitors as well have very specific research purposes: they research specific topics for 

their jobs. In contrary to the gallery respondents, their main reason for visiting is research rather than 

more practical work. They will, however, use the research they did on a practical level in their jobs. 

Their jobs include museum professionals and freelance researchers.  

Personal interest visitors 

The personal interest visitors are a quite diverse group, if you look at their subjects of interest. Both in 

gallery and study rooms, they will either be researching something very specific („‟historical linguistics, 

generative symbol, language typology, and these areas interacting with cultures, history and 

archeology‟‟) or very broad subjects, such as ancient history.  

As seen in the professionals group, gallery visitors with a personal interest seem to be more practical 

as well (hobbyist art collectors or photographer), while the study room visitors are more focused on the 

theoretical research of their subject. The visitors who are focused on more theoretical research, are 

the ones who have some kind of formal qualification in the subject they are exploring.  



Expert audiences in museums 56 Imke Duijf 
 

Use of museums 

After looking at the backgrounds of experts visitors and categorizing them, this paragraph will focus on 

how experts use museums and why they are motivated to go, and if (and if so, why) the use of 

museums and motivations differ between the four different categories.  

Museum visits 

First, it is looked at on what basis experts visit museums and if they are regular museum visitors. In 

both gallery and study room questionnaires they were asked how many times the visitor had visited 

the British Museum over the last twelve months. This question had no frequency slots, so visitors 

could estimate their number of visits themselves. The question in the gallery questionnaire about how 

much overall museum visits (not necessarily UK museums) they made in 12 months, did have 

frequency slots. To be able to compare the British Museum visits and overall museum visits of gallery 

questionnaire respondents, the answers have been put in the same frequency slots. When interesting 

answers are noticed in the open-ended frequency questions, these will be mentioned. The results can 

be found in figure 15.  

 

 

Figure 15 - Gallery respondents' museum visits 

 

- An important note is that the 9 gallery respondents who are in the „no answer‟ slot, did not visit 

the British Museum in the last twelve months. This does not mean they have not visited the 

British Museum before.  

o Two respondents are first time visitors (they both do not live in the UK); 

o 1 visitors visited for the first time in 30 years (UK resident); 
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o 1 visitor had visited for the last time about 15 years ago (does not live in the UK);  

o 1 visitors had visited for the last time over 5 years ago (does not live in the UK); 

o 4 visitors had visited for the last time between 1 and 5 years (3 UK residents, 1 from 

outside the UK) 

- The results do say that most expert visitors are regular visitors of museums, with all most half 

of the respondents doing more than twenty visits a year to museums. Especially students and 

hobbyist visitors have a high number of overall museum visits.  

 

The results of the same question („how many times have you visited the British Museum in the last 

twelve months?‟) was asked  in the study room questionnaire as well. The results are visible in figure 

16. These respondents did not answer a question about their overall museum visits, so there is no 

comparison of gallery and study room respondents on that subject. In most cases it is not particularly 

clear whether the respondents are referring to only their study room visits, or also the museum 

galleries. The question about the study room attendance will be discussed after this, to find out 

whether there is information about the gallery visits of the study room respondents.  

 

 

Figure 16 - Study room respondents' British Museum visits (last 12 months) 

 

- The most respondents are in the „under 5‟ slot – they will probably be very specifically 

motivated to go into the study rooms and find out about their area of interest.  

- The „over 20‟ slot does not say enough about the number of visits who make „over 20‟ visits. 

Only 1 visitor answered ‟25 times‟, the others are all above 40 times a week. This varies from 

that „40‟  times answer, to everyday visitors or people who estimated to have visited over 150 

times over the last twelve months.    
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The next question focused on whether study room visitors were regular visitors or not, on if they were, 

how much they visited the study room. One of the respondents did not answer this question, therefore 

the response number is 38 – 19 visitors who said to regular visitors and 19 visitors who said not be 

regular visitors of the study rooms.  

 

19 out of 39 respondents said not to be regular visitors of the British Museum study rooms. This does 

not necessarily mean that they do not visit the museum: 

- One says not to have visited the British Museum in the last 12 months; 

- 14 respondents say to have visited the museum between 1 and 10 times – it is not specified if 

they have attended the study rooms on those occasions. None of the four categories stick out 

in these groups; all are equally represented. This group does include 7 respondents who are 

not from the UK, which explains they are not regular visitors of either the museum or the study 

rooms.  

- Four respondents say that they have visited the museum between 10 and 20 times over the 

past 12 months, which makes them regular museum visitors but not regular study room 

visitors. As well as the other group, it is not clear if they have used study rooms on previous 

visits.   

The 19 respondents who did say they were regular visitors of the study rooms were asked how many 

times and on what basis they were visiting the study room (per week, per month or per year). 

- 7 respondents said to be visiting every week. This varies from 2 times a week to every day 

visits. Of those, 4 are students and 2 are personal interest visitors.  

- 5 respondents said to be visiting a few times per months, all 2 or 3 times. This group includes 

3 students, 1 academic and 1 personal interest visitor. 

- 6 respondents visit the study room on a yearly basis, varying from only 1 time to 6 times a 

year. 1 is a student, 1 a personal interest visitor, 2 professionals. 1 respondent did not answer 

the question to which category they belong.  

 

The results above do not clarify whether regular study room visitors also visit the museums galleries 

regularly. When counted the visits to study rooms are similar to their number of visits to the museum. 

More extensive research should be carried out to see whether expert visitors of the study rooms, also 

attend the galleries occasionally.  
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Time spend in study rooms 

The study room respondents were also asked how much time they had spent or were planning to 

spend in the study room on that visit. The results are to be seen in the following histogram, figure 17. 

One visitor did not answer the question; there for the response number is 38, instead of 39. 

 

Figure 17 - Time in study room 

 

- The majority of study room respondents (13 respondents) spent 300 minutes or more (5 

hours) in the study rooms. The respondents who said to have spent, or were planning to 

spend, the whole day in the gallery are in the „more‟ category.  

- It was looked at if there were differences in the time spend by the four different involvement 

categories, but in all four the respondents were diverse in how much time they were planning 

to spend. There are no noticeable patterns to be seen within the categories and the time they 

used the study room.  

- Also, it was looked at if the study rooms who are open to all visitors (Paul Hamlyn Library and 

Centre of Anthropology) and the study rooms who require contact before attending (Ancient 

Egypt and Sudan and Coins and Medals) had differences in the time spent by respondents. 

When an appointment is made, the visitor might want to make full use of the appointment and 

spent a longer time in the study room. The results, however, were really diverse just as in the 

involvement categories and an open-access study room or appointment-based study room 

seems not to involve the time the visitors actually spend there.  

Motivations 

All of the respondents were asked what their motivations were for going into museums. This is focused 

on all museums, not only the British Museum. The six motivations were based on what experts‟ 

motivations could be for visiting a museum. The motivations were (1) to get inspired for work, (2) to 

see objects in context, (3) to gain more knowledge on my area of interest, (4) to access museum 

knowledge (museum professionals, study room, etc), (5) to study objects, (6) to draw. They could also 

pick (7) other. Almost all respondents in both gallery and study room questionnaires gave multiple 

answers, although 5 respondents of the study room questionnaire did not this answer this question at 

all. Therefore the number of respondents is 34 in that group. The overall results can be found in figure 

18 below.  

 

0
2
4
6
8

30 60 90 120 150 180 210 240 270 300 More N
o

. o
f 

re
sp

o
n

d
e

n
ts

Minutes

Time in study room



Expert audiences in museums 60 Imke Duijf 
 

 

Figure 18 - Motivations to visit museums 

- The gallery questionnaire respondents have three answers that all have named 18 times: (1) 

to get inspired for work, (3) to gain more knowledge on my area of interest and (5) to study 

objects.  

- The most named answer in the study room questionnaires, is to (4) to access museum 

knowledge, followed by (3) to gain more knowledge on my area of knowledge and (2) seeing 

objects in context.  

- The answers given in other were the following: 

o To photograph objects and teach (gallery respondents) 

o To teach (gallery respondent) 

o To look at volunteer work in the British Museum (gallery respondent) 

o To access library (3 study room respondents) 

o Pleasure (study room respondent) 

- The respondents do show that they have motivations within the expert segment, only one 

respondent also being focused on „pleasure‟.  

These results give an overview on what is most important for both gallery and study room 

respondents, but it is hard to base findings on only these numbers. They only give an overview on 

what the most important motivations for museum visits are for expert visitors, but do not give a view on 

what is most important to them. 

 

For this reason, both of the groups were asked what their main reason was for the particular visit on 

which they answered the questionnaire. These results are shown in figure 19. 

- In the study room questionnaire, eight respondents gave multiple answers on this question. 

These are not put in the following chart, because it would not give a proper view on what the 

main motivations are. These multiple answers will be discussed below.   
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- In the pilot version of the gallery questionnaire the main reason for the visit was not asked, 

therefore three extra respondents are in the „no answer‟ category.  

 

 

Figure 19 - Main motivation for British Museum visit 

 

- Amongst the gallery respondents, the main answers given were (1) to get inspired for work 

and (3) to gain more knowledge on my area of knowledge. Both reasons were given by 4 

respondents. 

- A noticeable difference with figure 18 the number of gallery respondents choosing (5) to study 

objects as their main reason. While this answer was named by 18 of 22 respondents of the 

gallery respondents, only one named it as the main reason.  

- The main reason given by study room respondents was (4) to access museum knowledge, 

answered by 13 respondents. 

- Of the eight study room respondents who gave multiple answers, all, except 1,  included (4) to 

access museum knowledge in their answers. Therefore, the main motivation „to access 

museum knowledge‟ could be seen as the most important answers amongst study room 

visitors.  

 

The data supporting this question, shows interesting patterns when looking at the following 

information: 

- The category which the respondent belongs to; 

- The area of knowledge, and; 

- The gallery or study room they have visited.  

The six main motivations will be discussed below, alongside the information on study categories, area 

of knowledge and the gallery or study room.  While reading the following findings, it should be kept in 
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mind that these were the respondents‟ main motivation for the particular visit on which they answered 

the questionnaire, and not their main motivation for museum visits in general.   

1. To get inspired for work 

Within this motivation, it was noticeable that all respondents that chose this as their main reason, were 

in some way involved in the arts, either as a professional or a hobbyist. Both the galleries and the 

study rooms could provide inspiration in their own way. Most respondents were interviewed in the 

Prints and Drawings gallery of the museum, which offers an inspirational collection for visitors involved 

in the arts.  

2. To see objects in context 

Most respondents who chose this as their main motivations were personal interest visitors. This is an 

interesting result, because it seems as if personal interest visitors do not actually want to study the 

objects as well. It seems like they gain enough satisfaction from seeing the objects in the museum 

galleries. Accessing them in the study rooms requires making an appointment, and this might be less 

attractive for personal interest visitors. 

3. To gain more knowledge on my area of interest  

The area of knowledge covered by respondents choosing this main motivation, is quite diverse. There 

is no particular pattern to be seen in their knowledge areas or the galleries or study rooms they have 

visited. Only the personal interest visitors are best represented in this group. When looking at the 

previous motivation, 2. To see objects in context, it could be said that personal interest visitors are 

more self-motivated in finding their information. They say they not necessarily want to access museum 

knowledge or study objects, but seem to gaining the knowledge they want by finding it themselves.  

4. To access museum knowledge 

The most noticeable in this answer is that only students chose this as their main motivation. As stated 

earlier, students need access to knowledge that exists outside their university – mostly to access 

information (books, objects, and professionals) that is not available at their university.  

5. To study objects  

This motivation presents the largest group of academics. They usually have very specific reasons to 

visit museums and need to see objects for the research, which are only available in the museum. 

Academics do in-depth research and therefore only seeing objects in the galleries might not offer 

enough information to satisfy their needs for the visit.   

6. To draw 

Although the response group is quite small to draw conclusions on, but it could be expected that 

experts who‟s main motivation is to draw in the museum are in some way involved in the arts. 

Students in arts regularly use the museum galleries from drawing from specific objects. 
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Attendance museum activities 

In addition to finding out about how many times experts visit the British Museum and other museums, 

the respondents of both questionnaires were also asked what kind of activities they attended in 

museums overall and in the British Museum. This was not based on frequency, so the answers do not 

present whether the respondents have visited those activities recently. The respondents could answer 

the question with multiple answers. The results are to find in figure 20.  

 

 

Figure 20 - Attendance museum activities 

 

- An important note to be made with this graph is that the number of respondents were not 

equal in both questions. This because respondents either had not attended activities in the 

British Museum, other museums or no activities in either of the options.  

o The question about British Museum activities was answered by 35 respondents (12 

gallery respondents and 23 study room respondents); 

o The question about overall museum activities was answered by 38 respondents (19 

gallery respondents and 19 study room respondents); 

o The lower number of answers in the British Museum is mostly to be traced back to 

visitors who did not live nearby the museum, or had not visited the museum before 

(gallery respondents). In the study room questionnaires, people who did not give an 

answer, tend to visit the British Museum less than once a month.  

 

- The highest attended activities in both the British Museum as in overall museums are lectures 

and gallery tours, both focused on delivering information on specific subjects, and therefore 
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close to the experts‟ needs of gathering and improving knowledge, where the rest are maybe 

less focused on theoretical information.   

- Two other popular activities are late night openings and film showings. These results were 

looked at if one of the four involvement categories or knowledge areas were specifically 

interested in these activities, but there are no noticeable patterns to be seen.  

 

It was looked at if there were interesting patterns to be seen between gallery and study room 

respondents, involvement categories or knowledge areas, but there were no results that were 

significant for one of these subjects. Activity attendants could belong to every group, and into every 

area of knowledge. There is a great diversity in attendees and non-attendees, which could be the 

conclusion of this part: there are no specific experts that tend to attend more, or very specific, 

activities.  

 

A result that should be named is that in the British Museum question the number of respondents, who 

answered the question, is only just above half of the respondents and in the overall museum question 

a third or the respondents did not answer the question. The British Museum results have a lower 

response number because not all the respondents are able to attend the activities because of the 

place they live. The overall numbers of activity attendees might need a more critical look, on why 

these visitors do not attend activities. Unfortunately, the visitor research did not focus on this question 

and could therefore not explain why a third of the respondents do not attend activities in museums.  

Motivations to attend activities 

The study room respondents were asked what their motivations were to attend activities in museums. 

29 respondents answered this question. The motivations they could choose from were: (1) to meet 

professionals in the field, (2) for personal enjoyment and (3) to gain knowledge on my subject area. 

They could select multiple answers. The results are shown in figure 21.  

 

Figure 21 - Reasons to visit museum activities 

- In the student category there were 16 respondents, who gave a total amount of 33 answers.  

- In the professional category there were 3 respondents, who gave a total amount of 5 answers.   

- In the academic category there was 1 respondent, who gave 2 answers.  
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- In the personal interest category there were 8 respondents, who gave a total amount of 16 

answers.  

 

- Amongst all categories „to gain knowledge on my area of interest‟ is the most chosen answer. 

Out of 29 overall respondents, 25 selected this answer. When looking at figure 19, on the 

activities most attended, this could explain the high number of respondents going to lectures 

and gallery talks, since they offer intellectual information on the subject of interest.  

- (2) Personal enjoyment was chosen as much as (3) to gain knowledge on my area of interest 

by personal interest visitors. Looking at the personal motivation to learn on their subject of 

interest, it must be important for them to enjoy their learning experiences.   

Main Findings 

For the defining of the British Museums target group, one of the most important realizations is, is that 

the expert target group is very diverse in their backgrounds and knowledge. The respondents in this 

research can be very different from other experts on any point in time. It is therefore important to 

realize that the actual backgrounds or knowledge areas do not say much about the British Museum 

expert audience, but the overall look on the diversity of it is more important.  

Involvement categories 

To understand expert audiences, classifying them in smaller groups helps in seeing who are in visitor 

groups and how their backgrounds influence them. Throughout this research, it is shown that 

categorizing them by the way they are involved in their areas of interest, shows differences and 

similarities within the target group and can increase understanding. The involvement categories are 

defined as followed: 

- Students are currently involved in their subject of interest through formal education; 

- Professionals are currently involved in their subject of interest through a job; 

- Academics are currently involved in their subject of interest through research attached to a 

university; 

- Personal interest visitors are currently involved in their subject interest through self-study 

and self-motivated interest, or have a formal qualification in the subject but are not 

professionally or academically involved in the subject. 

 

These groups can be easily recognized, as expert visitors can specify themselves as one of the four – 

they are most aware of their current involvement in their subject.  

The gallery and study room research provided more information about expert visitors of the British 

Museum. The British Museum audience can be divided into four categories, in which they are involved 

in their studies – students, academics, professionals and personal interest visitors. Although they all fit 

into the expert target group, all the four groups tend to be slightly different in the way they use 

museums and how their backgrounds and subject interest influence their museum visits.  

Information gathered about research subjects and study capacity or formal qualifications are very 

significant in understanding expert audiences – the details do not really matter, but it does show the 
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diversity of the expert audiences and how their study subjects covers subjects areas within the British 

Museum.  

Looking at the gathered data, it does give important information about the target groups and the four 

defined categories within: 

- Personal interest visitors are more likely not to have a formal qualification in their subject of 

interest, but are intrinsically motivated to study.  

- Professionals are mostly involved in the subject in a practical way (collecting, painters) rather 

than doing studies for their jobs, and tend to have less specified subjects of interest.  

- Academics and students have very specific research interests and are focused in both 

galleries and study rooms to find out more about these subjects.  

These four categories will be used throughout the rest of the findings chapter to find out more about 

their needs in museums, and how they use the British Museum in particular. The similarities and 

differences between these categories will be discussed, and provide an overlook on the expert target 

group of the British Museum.  

Use of museums 

Museum attendance seems to be as diverse as the backgrounds of expert visitors. It is hard to draw 

conclusions on how much experts visitors visit museums, but there a few suggestions that can be 

made about expert visitors museum attendance.  

- Overall, experts are regular museum visitors. Overall, they tend to make over 10 museum 

visits a year.  

- Students and personal interest visitors do seem to have a higher number of visits to 

museums: students can possibly attend more because they tend to have more time and 

therefore more opportunities to attend study rooms or libraries in museums, to do their 

studying in. Academics and professionals tend to make less museum visits a year – this could 

be because they are professionally involved in their studies and therefore have less time to 

visit museums.  

Motivation 

- Motivations of visits differ between the four categories. The main motivation of students is to 

access museum knowledge – they need to access knowledge outside their university to 

complete their research and therefore use museums. 

- Personal interest visitors seem to be easier satisfied by gathering information themselves and 

find it less important to access the actual museum professionals or objects – they tend to be 

satisfied by gathering the information they need individually and study by themselves.  

Activities 

- Experts tend to attend activities that are focused on intellectual exchange of information, such 

as lectures and gallery tours. This is in line with their intellectual motivation to visit museums.  

- It is most important for all experts to gain knowledge when attending activities; for personal 

interest visitors personal enjoyment is as important as gaining knowledge.  
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6. Expert involvement 

The previous chapter points out how experts could be redefined in museum practice. One of the main 

findings is that an expert audience is very diverse – the expert audience of the British Museum is build 

up in four categories, which shows a diversity in backgrounds, level and subject of studies. 

Considering the diversity of the British Museum‟s collections, it is not surprising that the expert 

audience of the museum is as diverse as it is. In the understanding expert audiences it should be 

acknowledged that experts are very diverse in their backgrounds and interests. This does not mean 

that this diversity necessarily makes the understanding of experts harder – expert visitors have similar 

motivations and needs during a museum visit.  

 

This chapter will discuss some important principles of participation first, to understand how these 

relate to experts and after that, the possibilities of expert involvement, and the four categories in 

particular, will be discussed alongside those principles.   

Participation principles 

When museums start thinking about the possibilities of involving expert audiences, it is important to 

think about the principles of participation and what could make participatory projects successful. 

Considering expert audiences, the principles of participation are shortly discussed below, referring to 

expert audiences. This should offer a short view on what is important when thinking about involving 

expert audiences and helps understand the projects discussed further on in this chapter.  

Value  

Participatory projects should be of value for the three most important stakeholders involved: the 

museum, participants and the audience. The benefits for all three stakeholders need to be seen and 

taken into consideration. The benefits for all three groups should be clear: the mission of the museum 

should be met, the value of participants should be clear („‟what can they bring to the museum, that the 

staff can‟t?‟‟) and the relevance for the audience should be clear60. When working with experts, the 

museum should be clear on what knowledge or skills the experts can bring in and in what way these 

knowledge and skills can be presented towards the audience –high-leveled, expert-focused content 

could be product of such a project,  but this will not meet the needs of the overall audiences. It is 

important for museums to think about making expert involvement also valuable for the audiences who 

are not considered experts.  

Outcomes 

When thinking about outcomes of participatory projects, it is again important to think about the 

outcomes for all stakeholders. It Is about meeting the museum‟s aims, the participants needs and the 

value for the audience61. Aims are different for every museum, so when starting a participatory project 

with experts, or any other group for that matter, museums should in the first place consider what 

outcomes they want to achieve with the project. When working with expert target groups, it is 

                                                      
60 Simon, N. (2010) The Participatory Museum, California, USA (p. 13) 
61 Ibid. (p. 17)  
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important to consider their needs – when looking at experts, it is important that experts need to be 

seen as knowledgeable people, who, with their knowledge and skills, give a intellectual contribution to 

the museum62. Experts need to be valued for their intellectual contribution, and made aware of how 

their contributions benefit the museum. It is important that they experience some kind of personal 

fulfillment when contributing to museums‟ work. Also, it is important to think about how the audience of 

the museum will value the experts contributions63 – when working with experts, other audience might 

feel left out of not knowledgeable enough. It is important participatory programs with experts do not 

come across as high-leveled and knowledge-focused, since it will not be the information the audience 

wants or feels related to. It needs to be presented in a way that is attractive for the audience, but still 

values the experts‟ knowledge and intellectual input.  

Models of participation 

In her book, Nina Simon discusses the models that define four categories of public participation, based 

on three categories developed in the 1980s for Public Participation in Scientific Research (PPSR). The 

main categories are: 

- Contributory projects: visitors provide limited and specified objects, ideas or actions to a 

process controlled by the institution; 

- Collaborative projects:  visitors are active partners in the creation of institutional projects, 

which are organized and controlled by the institution.  

- Co-creative projects: community members work together with staff from the start of the 

project to the end, by defining goals to the final product.  

- Hosted projects: the institution opens up facilities and/or resources for the use of programs 

organized by public groups64.  

These four categories are taken in consideration when discussing the possibilities of expert 

participation and which models museum can use and have used (case-studies) for expert involvement 

in museums.  

 

In the chapter 6, a categorization of the expert audience of the British Museum is introduced to better 

understand the whole of the audience. The categories are based on the level of study involvement at 

the moment they visit the museum: 

- Students are currently involved in their subject of interest through formal education; 

- Professionals are currently involved in their subject of interest through a job; 

- Academics are currently involved in their subject of interest through research attached to a 

university; 

- Personal interest visitors are currently involved in their subject interest through self-study 

and self-motivated interest, or have a formal qualification in the subject but are not 

professionally or academically involved in the subject.  

These categories have similarities and differences, which are of great importance for both redefining 

the expert audiences, as well as when starting to think how expert visitors could be involved within 

                                                      
62 Falk, J.H. (2009) Identity and the Museum Visitor Experience, California: Left Coast Press (p.229) 
63 Simon, N. (2010) The Participatory Museum, California, USA (p. 23) 
64Ibid. (p. 187) 
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museum practice. The difference in involvement in their studies influences the way they could and 

want to be involved within museum practice.  

The four categories do not specifically apply to the British Museum and could be used by other 

museums to get a more in-depth look on their expert audiences. The categories are used throughout 

this chapter, to discuss the possibilities of expert involvement in general as well as for the separate 

categories.  The possibilities for involvement do not specifically apply for only the British Museum, 

although a large part of the data is gathered in this Museum. Throughout this chapter it is tried to look 

at the benefit for museums in general, but it should be kept in mind that the data coming from British 

Museum expert visitors will influence the results. For this reason, the case studies of the British 

Museum (Portable Antiquities Scheme (PAS) and History of the World) and London-based museums 

(Horniman Museum‟s African Worlds Gallery; Victoria and Albert Museum‟s Tell us what you think and 

Natural History Museums‟ UK centre for biodiversity)are taking in consideration and offer a point-of-

view from museum professionals.  

Students 

Students is the one category of the four that is most motivated by formal education to come and learn 

in museums. The museum will offer extra resources that are not available at the university,  which will 

benefit the studies, and research, of students. The results of the visitor research, says that most 

students are visiting the study room – so when thinking about visitor involvement considering students, 

should the involvement start somewhere in museums‟ study rooms or libraries? The relationship 

between museums, universities and students will be discussed, as well as the role study rooms can 

take in involving students.  

Hosted projects 

It is first important to realize that when sharing knowledge and interaction happens between students 

and museums, this will be part of the learning experience of the students. It is important to make it 

valuable for them and that it suits their studies – for this reason it might be good get involved with 

universities to make sure the participatory programs fit into what students are working on. An example 

of such a project is the chance that the British Museum offers students from the University of Arts 

London to organize a late night event for the upcoming Grayson Perry exhibition. Students are invited 

to come up with activities around the topic of the exhibition: unknown craftsmen of objects in the 

British Museum. The Museum gives the students the chance to come up with creative and innovative 

proposals for workshops, tours, performances and other activities – the project is aimed to give 

students the chance to work with a National Museum, to make them feel ownership of the event and to 

create a stronger relationship between the students, the university and the Museum65. Although the 

benefits has yet to be proven, since the project has not taken place, it does show what relationships 

between students, tutors and the Museum can do – they can get involved and use their expertise to 

actually create an event hosted by the museum.  

                                                      
65Email contact K. Roegies (Student Central Saint Martins) 
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The study room’s role  

Next to the opportunity to host programs within the museums, such as the Grayson Perry program, the 

study rooms could be a place to start to value and involve students. Since these students will mostly 

visit for individual projects and research, the study room and departmental staff might be able to reach 

out more to students who use the libraries.  

 

The needs of students to exchange knowledge do need to be explored: students might be 

overwhelmed and could feel that their subject of research might not be of use for museum staff. The 

interviews held with an MA student and a PhD student visiting the study rooms show that extra steps 

can be taken in the involvement of students. It is, however, important to see if the students have the 

need to get involved and share their research topics with the museum. The MA student66 says she 

“would like to see more of a relationship between the staff and the students, but feels as if there is a 

gap between the professionals and the students”. Before individual students can get a participating 

role in museums, it might be of benefit for museums an study rooms to express their interest in the 

research topics of the students. Study room staff might need to take a more open approach to what 

the students are studying: students seem to be liked to be valued, but are sometimes hesitant in taken 

those first steps and see the value of their research for museum staff. Museum staff will need to start 

to approach students and express their interests, to find out if students actually have the need  to 

share their research and build a relationship with the museum.  

 The PhD student states: “I am not sure they could do anything with my research”67, but both the MA  

and PhD student also say that they would value the interest of the professionals in the study rooms.  

 

The PhD student has good contacts with a British Museum curator, who points out interesting lectures, 

but also helps her seeing objects when in London. Although this not necessarily benefit the museum 

yet, it does create a relationship between student and museum professional – and when the research 

done by the student could help the museum in the future, it is important to value those relationships.  

 

The exploring of research subjects of students will be time-consuming for museum professionals and 

should therefore show the benefit for the museum and not only for museum staff. These individual 

relationships might be in a too early stage to start thinking about the involvement of student experts 

within the departments. First, steps should be taken to show that students and their research are 

valued, so students will see the importance of their research for the museum. Building those 

relationships take time and not all student visitors of study rooms might like being approached by the 

museum in this way. It is, however, of value to see how these relationships can be build. It will help 

students expand their networks and their research, which could result in better research results.  

 

The ways in which museums and study rooms can show that they value these young students and 

their possibly new view on subjects, could happen through occasional talks in the study rooms where 

the students can present and discuss their research with other attendees of the study rooms and 

                                                      
66 Interview MA student, held in the British Museum, London, 10 April 2011 (appendix 6; p.17) 
67 Interview PhD student, held in the British Museum, London, 14 April 2011 (appendix 7; p.19) 
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museum staff. In this way a conversation is created and the benefits for both groups can be explored. 

Valuable relationships can be developed en research could be taken to another level. When this 

happens, students could turn out to be of value for doing talks at lectures and therefore be offered the 

chance to share their knowledge with a larger crowd than only the museum professionals.  

 

It is clear that these relationships of study rooms and museums are very new and need further 

exploration, to take the step of actual student participation.  

Academics and professionals 

Academics and professionals are taken into the same group to discuss these group‟s participation 

possibilities. Both of these groups are involved in their knowledge area in a practical or theoretical 

way, which makes them both very involved in their subjects of interest. Just as with students, 

academics and professionals usually have a very specific interest, which could be very much of value 

for the museum to involve within projects. Although there are different ways to involve academics and 

professionals, the most important way they will be able to contribute, is their specific knowledge and 

viewpoints on subjects. It depends how this knowledge is incorporated within the museum, but it 

should both benefit the museum and the audience. The first can gain more insights on subjects and 

the latter can learn because of the information offered – this can obviously differ, but when the 

different viewpoints of experts are made noticeable  - in exhibitions or web-based content for example 

– it can help the audience in forming opinions and understand exhibitions or objects better, and 

encourage them to form their own opinions.  

Contributory projects  

The A History of the World website of the British Museum and the BBC is a good example of a 

contributory; the website68 is the web-based project alongside the A History of the World in 100 objects 

program on Radio4 in 2010. The website presents the objects with story of Neil MacGregor, but also 

offers an expert view on the object. The persons chosen for this have very different backgrounds and 

therefore provide a perspective that is not presented by the British Museum and helps the audience to 

understand different perspectives and how the object can be understood69. Also, the different views of 

various academics and professionals, made the audience more confident to upload their own objects 

and opinions. The projects showed a successful interaction between museum (curators), experts 

(professionals and academics) and the audience – conversation about objects was supported and 

when conversation about objects took place, it was made sure that curators responded to questions 

and comments were being replied to.  

 

The website shows a successful way of involving experts in a program designed by the museum – 

multiple viewpoints contribute to conversation between audience, museum staff and 

professional/academics. The Tell us what you think computer in the Victoria and Albert Museum was 

aimed to have a similar dialogue between different sorts of visitors, but was not as successful as A 

                                                      
68 A history of the World, http://www.bbc.co.uk/ahistoryoftheworld/ (Requested on 29 May 2011) 
69 David Prudames, interview held in the British Museum, London, 29 March 2011 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/ahistoryoftheworld/
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History of the World. The dialogue could not easily get started and the expert visitors felt that there 

was not enough high-quality content that they could respond and relate to70. This shows that it is 

important for a museum to think what kind of conversations they want to spark between visitors – if the 

aim is to get high-quality conversations between different sorts of experts, there should be a 

moderation happening over comments and the museum should also make sure it contributes 

information itself, by searching for interesting professional or academic views.   

Co-creation projects 

Seen their professional and academic involvement in museum-related subjects, academics could be 

involved through sharing high-quality information for exhibitions and gallery re-display. The 

involvement of academics and professionals could provide different views on certain subjects and 

therefore give a more critical look on topics in exhibitions, and improve understanding and opinion-

making of audiences.  

 

The African Worlds Gallery in the Horniman Museum shows such an example: the redisplay of African 

Art needed input from African professionals was the museum‟s opinion. Since there is a sensitive 

history between Africa and the UK they felt that could not only show the museum‟s view on the art 

works, but a high-quality interpretation from Africa-based specialists was needed to offer the best 

views on the objects. The specialists were curators, anthropologists and academics, but all from 

different communities within Africa – these specialists formed an international advisory curatorial 

group, which came together a few times during the process. They decided on design questions, 

exhibits and interpretation – some specialists even acquired key exhibits from communities for the 

gallery.  

 

The specialists were not only involved in the background, but are all featured in the gallery. All of the 

texts within the gallery is authored and show from which community the specialists are from and what 

role they have in this African community. Authorship was important to show the different views on 

objects, and to help visitors understand where the objects came from and what they meant for 

communities71.  

 

The African Worlds gallery shows how the involvement of specialists can be important to give a proper 

view on the subject and show the different viewpoints of different experts on subjects. This helps the 

audience to understand and form an opinion on subjects covered in the gallery, and exhibitions.  

Personal interest visitors 

Personal interest visitors seem like a very interesting group amongst the expert segment. They are 

intrinsically motivated to learn and therefore go into museums with slightly different motives than 

students, academics and professionals. Personal interest visitors are very diverse – their subject 

interest can be very specific, but also very broad. There are many differences in the way they are 

                                                      
70Duijf, I. (2010) Evaluation of Tell us what you think device, Victoria and Albert Museum, London 
71F. Whooley, interview held in the Horniman Museum, London, 19 April 2011 
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involved in their area of interest: they can have a formal qualification, but did not preceded this in 

professional way, or decided to learn about a specific subject because of interest or were never able to 

get involved on educational level. In addition to that, personal interest visitors can be very diverse in 

the ways they are involved in their subject of interest – they can be a hobbyist, such as a painter or a 

metal detectorist, as well as theoretical learners using the libraries. Personal interest visitors do not 

tend to classify themselves as an expert, and for museums it is hard to decide on which personal 

interest visitors are experts, and who are not. The last is an important thing to realize when thinking 

about working with expert audiences, especially with personal interest visitors – in what way are these 

particular visitors experts, and what kind of expertise can they offer?  

 

Involving personal interest visitors can be similar to community involvement: visitors can be asked to 

put in some kind of knowledge based on their study interest or hobby work. It is hard to decide where 

someone is decided to be an expert and what information can be gathered from personal interest 

experts. And, to what extend is the input of community members seen as expertise when doing 

projects with community members? Throughout this research, the British Museum definition of experts 

is used: 

„‟Specialists wanting to deepen their knowledge further by engaging deeply with collection‟‟ 

This definition, alongside the theory that expert visitors have an intellectual reason to visit and study in 

museums, needs to be taken in consideration when thinking about involving these kinds of experts. 

However, it is important to realize that there is thin line between being an „intellectually motivated 

visitor‟ and a community member or being a hobbyist, such as metal detectorists.  

Portable Antiquities Scheme   

The Portable Antiquities Scheme (PAS) shows a project where the line between calling the 

participants experts or not is very thin. The PAS connects metal detector hobbyists, local liaison 

officers and British Museum staff, in order to follow the Treasure Act and help detectorists to register 

their finds. There are all kinds of experts involved within this scheme: the BM‟s professionals, the 

liaison officers who are local museum workers, archeologists and such and the metal detectorists. It is, 

however, the question to what extend the metal detectorists actually are experts. As example, during 

the period of completing gallery questionnaires in the British Museum galleries for this research, one of 

the visitors classified as non-expert, was a metal detectorist. He did not consider himself as being an 

expert, as he was involved in detecting in a hobbyist way and he never visited the museum to find out 

more about his hobby or interest – his visit to the Museum was thus not intellectual. According to Sam 

Moorhead, national Finds Advisor in the British Museum, this is common amongst the metal 

detectorists. They tend not to visit the museum, as they feel it is not a place that relates to what they 

are doing as a hobby. They are not regular museum visitors and an audience that is hard to get into 

museums: metal detection is the heritage activity that most involves people from C2 en DE groups of 

society – groups that museums mostly fail to get in and to understand72. Metal detectorists do, 

however, usually have a great interest and knowledge on what they‟re doing – possibly mainly 

motivated by interest and enthusiasm. Detectorists are not necessarily seen as experts when you look 

                                                      
72S. Moorhead, interview held in the British Museum, London, 12 April 2011 



Expert audiences in museums 75 Imke Duijf 
 

at the definitions of the British Museum segmentation and it would be easy to say, that based on that 

segmentation, they are not: they are not museum visitors and on the rare occasions that they do, they 

do not tend to visit with intellectual motivations. But, considering their knowledge and the practical way 

they are involved in registering finds across the UK, it should be taken in consideration that these 

people are very valuable for museums – it is the question whether these hobbyists could be seen as 

experts, and how they could contribute their knowledge, and treasure finds, to museums.  

 

It is no doubt that their contributions to museums are very useful – but it requires effort from the British 

Museum and the local liaison officers to get the best results as possible. For that reason, local detector 

clubs are educated by PAS to make sure they are aware of the importance of reporting. The recording 

and registering of finds helps the museum documenting history – in a way the detectorists themselves 

might not be the actual experts, since they cannot be defined as such, but they do contribute to PAS 

and the expertise that exists within PAS. When PAS educates them on detecting and the museum will 

open up more to showing the work of detectorists in the galleries, detectorists are potential experts.   

Volunteering 

A way of including personal interest visitors within museum practice it could be interesting to see if 

they are interested in being involved as volunteers. Although there are not necessarily case studies of 

this happening, it could be a good way of involving these visitors. The personal interest visitor who 

participated in the in-depth interviews, said he would be interested in sharing knowledge with 

audiences of the museum, although me might not yet be confident enough to do so and is not aware 

of how to apply73. Study rooms and libraries could try and be more open in spotting regular visitors to 

the study rooms and approach them with the opportunity – it does, however, acquire an effort from the 

museum to start looking at for possible volunteers in those places. 

With their enthusiasm and willingness to learn, personal interest could be very good volunteers within 

the museum to do tours or other activities in the galleries in the museum, which relate to the subject 

they are studying.  

Expert interaction 

When looking at the case studies given thin lines between the different experts involved in 

participatory projects. When thinking about expert involvement and the opportunities to involve them in 

museums, it could be helpful to view them as one group again and see what different experts can offer 

a museum when interacting with each other and other audiences. As said in the beginning in this 

chapter, it is important to see the benefits for the museum, the participants and the audience – and 

these could be very clear when thinking about options to start an interaction between all three of them. 

 

The Identification Service of the Angela McMarmot Centre of UK Biodiversity of the Natural History 

Museum has potential to be a project that involves and benefits all three. The service has an on-site 

and on-line platform to do enquiries for identification of UK wildlife. The on-site platform is offered in 

the Centre in the museum and is opened up several times a month for people to come in with 

                                                      
73 Interview personal interest visitor, held in the British Museum, London, 20 April 2011 (appendix 8;, p.21) 
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enquiries and the on-line forum offers the opportunity to send in enquiries and have identifications 

done  experts. Important about this service is the involvement of experts (both in and outside of the 

museum) and the interaction with them between the audience. They are all welcome to send in 

questions and the museum professionals do not necessarily answer the question, the experts on the 

forum have a big part in it as well. By working this way, the museum hopes the get the audience 

enthusiastic about wildlife and get involved on the forum as well. The forum hosts an interaction 

between the museum-based experts, hobbyists and professional experts and the interested audience 

members74.  

 

The museum puts itself a position as a hub between the audience, experts and expert societies: the 

museum have the platform to offer information, societies have the knowledge and the audience have 

the knowledge. The knowledge can be spread and shared amongst these groups, as well as interest – 

the audience could be an potential expert in this way.  

 

This interaction might be the most exciting for museums: involving experts in different ways, to inspire 

other audiences and sparking their interest. Interaction between different target groups, as well as 

between museum professionals, societies and potential visitors can help museums to use expert 

knowledge in different ways and using it as a tool to offer different viewpoints in exhibitions and other 

museum-content (web-based for instance). The key is to find the expert audiences that are interested 

and willing to participate in the museum – and the challenge is to find the right way and it benefits the 

museum, the experts and the audience.  

 

The museum should be able to reach its aims and get more knowledge involved within the museum: 

important for this is, is an open approach from museum staff in involving and valuing knowledge from 

the outside, they need to see the way this can benefit the organization. This could be through offering 

more viewpoints on specific subjects covered in the museum, as well as get a broader view on 

research done on subjects which could benefit museum practice behind the scenes. The museum 

could be a central hub in this practice, such as is shown in the Natural History Museum case study. 

They need to be open to individual experts, but can approach and work together with societies, 

universities and other organizations where knowledge and experts can be found.  

 

The audience will be able to see more viewpoints and form opinions on certain subjects. Their interest 

to study a subject further can be sparked or they can be involved in sharing their own stories or 

experiences.  

 

The experts involved will be able to share knowledge and meet people who can benefit their research. 

Experts will see that their knowledge is valued and could be more and more reaching their goals in 

museum, around meeting (museum) professionals, finding and sharing knowledge. At the same time, 

they can inspire other visitors, experts and non-experts, to develop an interest in subjects.  

                                                      
74 S. Hine, interview held in the Natural History Museum, London, 29 March 2011 (appendix 14;, p.38) 
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7. Conclusion 

Museums have been changing institutions since their existence. Throughout the years, museums have 

changed from being knowledge-focused to audience focused, a shift called new museology. This new 

museology has influenced museums in the late 20
th
 century to be more open to all possible public 

groups, through educational programs and interpretation offered in galleries. Although the academic 

background remained important for research and the understanding of collections, it was aimed to 

make museum collections more understandable for all audiences. Information offered in museums 

became less academic, and more generally focused. In the late 1990s and the start of the 21
st
 

century, museum practice shifted even more towards audiences: audience involvement and 

participation became an important part of museums through, for example, community engagement. 

This paradigm shift (Participative paradigm or The Third Museum Revolution) is focused on giving the 

public a say in what happens in museums or what is shown in the museum. With these paradigm 

shifts happening, museums started to focus less on bringing high-leveled knowledge into the 

museums galleries – however, this knowledge is been kept more behind the scenes.  

 

But what could be the value of getting that knowledge out in the museum again? Most museums have 

an expert audience group which visits museums for intellectual reasons, looking to expand their 

knowledge. Looking at the shift in museums, could this expert audience be valuable participants, to 

exchange knowledge from museum professionals and experts and bring participation to another level?  

 

To find out to what extend experts can be valuable for a museum, it is important to understand their 

backgrounds, needs and usage of museums. Although experts share the same motivations to go 

museums („deepen their knowledge of their subject of interest‟), they are very diverse in their 

backgrounds and area of knowledge. In the British Museum, were the collections are very broad, it is 

no surprise that the subjects of interest of experts coming into the museum are even broader.  

 

Expert visitors can be divided into four groups – based on the level they are involved in their subject of 

interest. These involvement categories are the following:  

- Students are currently involved in their subject of interest through formal education; 

- Professionals are currently involved in their subject of interest through a job; 

- Academics are currently involved in their subject of interest through research attached to a 

university; 

- Personal interest visitors are currently involved in their subject interest through self-study 

and self-motivated interest, or have a formal qualification in the subject but are not 

professionally or academically involved in the subject.  

These four types of experts all have different ways in visiting museums, gaining knowledge and how 

they use the museum. Students are more focused on gaining some kind of formal qualification and the 

reasons they visit are always influenced by this formal involvement; professionals usually are involved 

in a more practical way in their area of interest; academics are researchers just as museum staff and 

therefore it is very closely related to the work they are doing and personal interest visitors are the most 
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diverse group, they can be hobbyists and theoretical learners. Within the four categories it is still 

important to realize that the experts within it are very diverse – it cannot be said that specific 

backgrounds or area of knowledge are significant for any of the groups: they are changing constantly, 

from expert to expert. For that reason, it is hard to get grip on who the experts actually are – the fact 

that they are diverse, share similar intellectual motivations and can be separated in four involvement 

categories is the best start to understanding an expert audience.  

 

The diversity within the expert audience is determined for the possibilities in participation of experts, in 

museum practice. It can be focused on a two-way exchange of knowledge, between expert and 

museum professional, but a three-way exchange between museum, expert and general museum 

audience will benefit these three stakeholders the most.  

 

Museums can think of involving the four separate involvement categories in different ways by 

organizing projects that make the exchange of knowledge possible. Knowledge of both the museum 

as the expert can be taken to another level – both museum and the expert can get new perspectives 

on their subjects of study and therefore make research more extensive for both. Eventually, discussing 

knowledge areas and exchanging knowledge can be very valuable for new views on the collections of 

the museum.  

 

Expert involvement can be used in the museum in very different ways, via web-based programs, 

gallery interpretation (both text as interactive) and activities – the most effective way depends on the 

aims of the museum or the project, the experts involved and the subject areas. Most important about 

expert involvement is that the values of the museum are taken in consideration and that the programs 

show a benefit for the general public: expert involvement should not be about delivering high-leveled 

information, but about showing different view points on subjects and sparking the interest and broaden 

the understanding of museums and collections of the general public. The opportunities are diverse, 

just as the audience, which makes expert involvement and participation an exciting possibility for 

museums to explore.  
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