
 
 
UK museums and galleries are popular. Eight of the top ten visitor attractions in the UK are 
museums.1 The UK has five of the top 20 most visited art museums in the world (more than any 
other country).2 In a consumer survey, museums and galleries scored the highest satisfaction 
rating of any public service, leading to the conclusion that “investment in museums and galleries 
has paid off handsomely, with a world-class satisfaction rating”.3
 
Visit numbers are increasing. Generally, increased attendances have been stimulated by a 
growing attention to audiences, capital investment in new buildings and displays, increased 
spending on programming and free admission at national museums. Recently, visits have 
increased because of increased tourism in the UK. Museums and galleries attendances grew 
during 2008 and 2009 in all countries of the UK, except Scotland. 
 
There is no figure available for total visits to all museums and galleries in the UK, but it is likely 
to exceed 100 million per year. 
 
 
Museum and gallery attendance – a growing number of visits: 
 

• In summer 2009, 50% of UK museums saw an increase in visits, with 20% reporting a 
rise of over 10% compared to 2008.4 This was after a strong year in 2008. One survey 
reports that attendance at UK museums was up 17% in 2008/09 compared to 2007/08.5 

 
• The vast majority of the UK’s leading visitor attractions reported an increase in visits in 

2009, partly due to greater numbers of overseas visitors attracted by the weak pound, 
and British tourists staying at home. The median increase was 10.9%.6 

 
• Visits to museums and galleries in Wales increased by 5.4% from 2008 to 2009, after an 

increase of 8.2% from 2007 to 2008.7 
 

• Northern Ireland visitor attractions (of all types, including museums and galleries) saw 
visits increase by 8% in 2009.8 

 
• In Scotland, visits to museums and galleries were constant from 2008 to 2009, after 

falling from 2007 to 2008.9 
 

• Visits to Museums and Galleries in England increased by 13% in spring 2009 compared 
to 2008, but fell slightly in the second half of 2009. They rose slightly in the first quarter of 
2010 compared to the first quarter of 2009.10 In 2008 visits to museums and galleries in 
England increased by 7% from 2007, building on increases of 3% from 2006 to 2007 and 
8% from 2005 to 2006.11  

 
• There were 18.3 million visits to Renaissance hub museums in 2009/1012 – up from 15.8 

million in 2008/09. From 2006 to 2008 there was an increase of 6.5%.13 
 

• In 2008/09 97% of visitors to hub museums were either satisfied or very satisfied by their 
visit.14 



 
• There were just over 40 million visits to Department for Culture, Media and Sport 

sponsored museums (which are mainly national museums) in 2008/09. Of these 8.4 
million (21%) were under 16 years of age, and 13.9 million (34%) were from overseas.15 

 
• The number of total visits to National Trust sites increased by over 16% from 2008/09 to 

2009/10: from 14.8 million to 17.2 million (the National Trust covers England, Wales and 
Northern Ireland).16 

 
• In 2008 there was an 8% increase in audiences at visual arts organisations funded by 

Arts Council England.17 
 
Museum and gallery attendance - more of the population are visiting: 
 

• A growing proportion of the population of England attends museums. 45.8% of adults 
attended a museum, gallery or archive at least once in 2009, up from 43% in 2006.18 Two 
thirds of 5-10 year olds (66.3%) and well over half of 11-15 year olds (59.7%) attended a 
museum or gallery at least once in 2008/09.19 

 
• In 2008, children under 16 made up 28% of all visits to Renaissance hub museums.20  

 
• School visits are increasing. Year 1-11 visits to Renaissance hub museums increased by 

8.2% between 2006/07 and 2008/09. Pre-5 and Reception visits to hub museums 
increased by 17.7% between 2006-07 and 2008-09.21  

 
The effect of free admission to museums and galleries: 
 

• Generally, free museums are seeing a greater increase in visits than those that charge. 
Among leading visitor attractions in the UK the increase in visits in 2009 was particularly 
marked in free attractions, “as people sought good value days out in the recession”.22 

 
• Since the introduction of universal free access to national museums throughout the UK 

(December 2001), visits to the nationals in England that used to charge for entrance 
have more than doubled, increasing by 128%.23 

 
• Visits to free attractions (of all types, not just museums and galleries) in Wales increased 

by 16.6% between 2008 and 2009 (and by 20.2% between 2007 and 2009). Meanwhile 
visits to charging attractions increased by 9.7% between 2008 and 2009 (and 1.9% 
between 2007 and 2009).24 

 
• From 2006-2008 visits to free Renaissance hub museums increased by 7.6%, whilst 

those at charging hub museums increased by 3.2%. However, the trend is not consistent, 
with some charging museums showing significant increases in visits.25 

 
• In 2008 charging museums and galleries in England did well with a 9% increase in visits 

(free sites had an increase of 6%). In previous years the increase in museum visits was 
driven primarily by increases in visits to free museums and galleries.26 

 
Museums have different experiences: 
 

• The figures above are all averages or overall totals and it is important to note that 
individual museums have different experiences. For example, from 2007 to 2008 in 
England, although 57% of museums experienced an increased number of visitors, 35% 
experienced a decrease.27  

• As another example, for Renaissance-funded museums, the overall increase in visits 
from 2006 to 2008 is not necessarily consistent either across, or within hubs. Increases 



or decreases in school visits are neither uniform across venues within a hub nor across 
all nine hubs.28 
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