
O
ften in research we ask
questions like ‘why did you
come?’ and responses
offered might be the shop,

the café, to see an exhibition, to meet
friends and so on. But why do people
really come – what is it about them
that makes them come here rather
than anywhere else? What are the
fundamental drivers that bring people
to a museum or gallery? What are they
hoping to get, socially, intellectually,
emotionally, spiritually, from the
experience? And when they are here,
what do they do? How do they
behave? We’ve all been faced with
works of art in a gallery. What do you
do? Sometimes you look, sometimes
you approach it, and sometimes you
sit down, or read, or talk to other
people. We know all kinds of stuff
about visitors, but we know very little
about what visitors actually do, how
long they spend, what they say, what
they think, whether the interpretation
that we spend years researching and
producing, and mounting next to the
door actually gets read by anyone (the
answer, by the way, is that it doesn’t). 

What we need to do is observe
our visitors. There are all kinds of
techniques for doing behavioural
observation, but one thing you can
easily do in the space of an hour is
observe people and how they use the
gallery. The simple matrix in Fig.1 shows
some particular types of behaviour. 

Through qualitative work into how
visitors select and engage with exhibits
in the museum environment, four
visitor modes have been identified.
These modes can be characterised by
how the visitor selects exhibits to
explore and what kind of interpretation
they need to make meaning. The

modes of behaviour can be seen in 
the table below.

The four modes form a hierarchy,
with each level representing an
increased level of application in the
museum environment. It is possible 
for visitors to move upwards through
the modes of behaviour, from 
browser to researcher.

Researchers tend to be quite hard to
observe – partly because there aren’t
very many of them and they’re usually
known to the curators by name, and
prefer to be in the bowels of the
museum looking at something that’s
not even on display.

Browsers are fairly easy to identify –
they come in, scan the room, and they
might just walk straight through. Or
they might look around and latch on to
a particular exhibit, but they’re not
doing the room in any systematic
pattern. What’s also interesting is that 
a browser might latch on to something
and become so interested in it that
they then look at the thing next to it,

and the thing next to that – and in fact
they can become a searcher during 
the interaction.

Followers are also relatively easy to
spot – they tend to arrive in a room,
rather than simply wandering into it;
they tend to look at things in some 
kind of sequence. 

Searching behaviour is avidly
observing and interacting with the
exhibit, spending longer with it, talking
to other people about it, reading lots 
of things, picking up additional
information and so on. Sitting for a
long time on a bench and looking at 
a work is another indicator of 
searcher behaviour.

These categories are not exclusive –
a good exhibition might attract
somebody’s attention and then engage
them in it such as an exhibition at the
V&A where the interpretation was
done so well that people were coming
in as browsers and after ten minutes
had become searchers. They had
become so fascinated by what they
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were looking at that they had started
using computer screens to look things
up. Of course there are also examples
of the interpretation being so bad that
people have come in as searchers and
have just ended up browsing, because
the information that they wanted was
not there. 

This is quite a readily accessible tool
and not something you have to spend
weeks commissioning which can be up
and running very quickly. 

But it is important to be very careful
about what it is you are measuring –
you need to make a distinction about
whether you are looking at how a lot
of people behave in one room, as
opposed to how an individual person
behaves in many rooms. Also the
biggest problem here is often the
difference in definition between
follower and searcher. In reality you
would initially spend some time in the
space that you’re looking at, you would
look at what normal behaviours are,
you would look at how people move
around the space and so on, and then
you would discuss it with colleagues
and norm the definitions of follower,
searcher and so on. You need to agree
what your internal definitions of these
categories are so that they are

standardised for the purposes of your
research. And don’t forget to ask the
practical questions: where do you
stand? Can you see everybody? Where
is the start and end of your space? Are
you following people, or are you
standing still waiting for them to come
past you? Can you see more than one
person at once – and does it matter? 

Taken from the 2006 Museums and
Galleries Day report by Baker Richards
Consulting, www.baker-richards.com
Download the report from the
Publications page on the AMA 
website – www.a-m-a.co.uk
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