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More about measuring engagement

I have found myself thinking a lot recently about how cultural organisations can measure the way that audiences, visitors and participants experience what they have to offer.  It all started when I discovered that Scottish arts organisations had asked a session on measuring public engagement at the Scottish Cultural Forum in February.  We’re clearly interested but, as I said in my article in March, what we tend to measure is what we think they ought to be doing and feeling. 

Researchers in Australia looked at the impact of pre-performances talks on audiences’ enjoyment and their confidence in interpreting the dancework.  The only difference between audience members who had been to the pre-show talk and those who had not was that their interpretation of the piece more closely matched the intentions of the choreographer.  They didn’t feel any more confident and rated their enjoyment in a similar way. So, pre-show talks are not an effective tool for audience development unless our goal is to ensure the audience thinks like us.    What made the difference was the time spent after the performance thinking about and discussing what they had seen as part of the research methodology.  The researchers suggest that post-performance discussions where the audience gets to do the talking rather than listens to an expert would work much better.

A US academic evaluating education activities in a museum discovered that, much to the surprise and annoyance of the curators, teachers were using an exhibition intended to explore design, structure and form in the 1920s and 30s as away of delivering the social history curriculum.  Does this really reduce the value of the educational experience as the curators seemed to believe?

So, if we are to find out what how audiences, visitors and participants are really experiencing cultural activities, we need to find a way of bypassing our own assumptions and frames of reference.  We need open ended research that is rigorous and reliable, not just anecdotal.
As I pointed out in March, there are lots of ways of collecting information in an open-ended and imaginative way.  The challenge is to be able to organise and interpret this mass of information then put it into context so we can draw robust conclusions on which to base decisions.
Barbara Soren
 helped a small gallery research whether providing longer text labels against each artwork increased visitors depth of engagement and gave them more confidence in looking at and responding to art.  First, they worked out exactly how they would be able to tell if the labels were effective.  They decided on these indicators: that visitors actually read the longer labels, in particular those who were less confident; that visitors felt they could easily read and understand the labels; that they looked back and forth between the label and the artwork; that they read them aloud to each other and discussed the information; and that visitors felt the labels had helped them access the art.
They decided that a combination of methods would collect this information most effectively: visitor observation, semi-structured interviews after visitors had seen the exhibition and a brief questionnaire asking for demographic information and frequency of gallery attendance.
This was a gallery with limited staff resources so the observation element had to be manageable.  They thought carefully about what visitor behaviours would give them the answers they needed and limited the observations to: counting the number of artworks a visitor stopped at; timing how long they stopped at just four specific works; counting the number of long labels they read; seeing if they read the introductory text panel and how long they spent doing so; seeing whether they looked at the label or the artwork first and whether they looked back and forth between them; seeing how they talked and discussed with the other people they came with.

Notice that the gallery didn’t just rely on observation.  All of the researchers involved in this kind of research talk about the importance of using several different methods to avoid subjective interpretation, in this example that involved seeing what the visitors thought in an interview as well as interpreting their observed behaviour.

Most of the time, someone’s done the work of creating a framework already.  There’s so much information out there if we look.  One example of a widely-used framework is a way of categorising how deeply museum and gallery visitors have engaged with the exhibits.  It involves observing just four aspects of their behaviour: how long overall do they spend in the whole exhibition; in what order do they look at exhibits; where do they pause and for how long.  The observers just mark this information on a plan of the gallery, one for each visitor they watch.
Analysing the sheets puts each visitor into one of four categories.  “Ants” make a long visit, they look at everything in the order that it is laid out and stand close to each work of art.  “Butterflies” spend half as much time looking at the exhibition, choose what they want to look at and don’t always look at things in the ‘right’ order.  “Fish” make a quick, superficial visit, don’t pause much, and don’t go up close to the works on display.  “Grasshoppers” also make a short visit, but they make some stops to look at a few works but not in the ‘right’ order.

Shobana Jeyasingh Dance Company got an MA student to interview 200 people as they came out of the performances at five venues.  She just asked them two questions (what three or four words would you use to describe what you’ve just seen and how many dance performances have you seen in the past 12 months) and recorded their responses on minidisk.  This method made sure they only collected a manageable amount of information and that it was easily analysed on an Excel spreadsheet.  The analysis involved grouping responses around key words and themes, exploring differences and similarities and working out what was not being said.

Understanding engagement involves three pretty basic things: observing what people say and do, putting ourselves through similar experiences and interacting with people.
So what stops us?  Something does, because several researchers have observed that our evaluation just tends to involve profiling visitors, satisfaction surveys and anecdotal summaries of what we did based on our own unstructured observations with all our assumptions on display.

The excuses we most often use are that we don’t have time, it’s too expensive and it’s too intrusive.  But, as I hope I’ve shown, it’s possible to do simple, straightforward and manageable things to get inside the heads of our audiences, visitors and participants.  It takes time, but it is a manageable commitment and it’s worth it.

So what questions do you have about how your audiences, visitors or participants engage with your work?  Why not make a commitment now to find out the answers?
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