
EVRNN BULLETIN
Summer 2015

Contents

President’s Musings              1

A taste test of some of the evaluation and  
visitor research projects conducted  
at Museum Victoria in 2015   2

A research project    4

Report from VSA 2015: Taking Action for  
Improvement, Growth and Social Change  6

Farewell Message    7

EVRNN Summer 2015 Bulletin                                          1

EVRNN Committee
President

Carolyn Meehan
secretary

Regan Forrest
Financial liaison

Gillian Ridsdale
MeMbers

Jan Packer 
Tiina Roppola

Newsletter contact: regan@interactivate.com.au

MA Membership due soon?  Renew online: 
museumsaustralia.org.au

President’s Musings
Hi everyone

This is our last bulletin for the year and the last one that 
Regan Forrest will produce for the network.  I would take this 
opportunity to thank Regan for undertaking what can be a very 
difficult task of sourcing, writing, compiling and publishing 
newsletters. She has tirelessly hunted down interesting and 
relevant studies and insights to include in the Bulletin.

The MEET Day at MA2015 was very successful and some 
challenges were laid down by the speakers to get participants 
thinking about how we go about our work and what we need to do 
to ensure our audiences’ needs are met. MA2016 is in Auckland 
and a meet up is planned.  Given peoples’ arrival times and with 
budgets in mind, it is currently proposed to hold something on the 
Sunday afternoon and then into the evening. The format of the 
session is still being finalised so if you have any ideas please let me 
know.

We have not yet held our AGM for 2015 and are in conversation 
with Museums Australia on the likely timing of this.  A possible 
suggestion is at the Expanding the field: Collaboration, innovation 
and research-led practice for visitor sites Visitor Research Forum 
in New Zealand in February (more information in this Bulletin).  
Otherwise, it would be a teleconference. Keep tuned for further 
information.

In 2016, we need to recruit more people onto the committee and 
change the duties of its current members.  If you would like to 
come on board you would be very welcome.  The Network is small 
but our work is very important and in 2016 we need to do some 
dedicated work to raise the profile of the network and get more 
people involved.  With that in mind, I thought I might just remind 
us of why our network exists. 

Aim
EVRNN members are dedicated to making the practice of 
evaluation and visitor research within their institutions rigorous 
and to promote the outcomes of their work in Australasian 
museums, galleries zoos, botanic gardens and historic properties.

Objectives
To achieve its aim, EVR will:
•	 Advocate for the visitor to be a joint partner in the 

development of cultural experiences.
•	 Be an active professional forum through which theory, 

methodology and insights are shared and standards of 
practice established.

•	 Position evaluation and visitor research as an essential 
museological practice.

•	 Contribute to a National Research Agenda for EVR in cultural 
organizations.

Please consider getting more active in the network – the more the 
merrier!

And speaking of merrier, a perfect segue to the time of year we 
are now entering.  As I write, I am surrounded by my colleagues 
plotting what they will be wearing to the staff Christmas party! 
The mood is joyous and excitement is filling the air.  I hope that 
this is also happening in your workplace.

Until next year

Carolyn

mailto:regan@interactivate.com.au
MA Membership due soon?  Renew online, by post or phone
museumsaustralia.org.au
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1. AN EXHIBITION EVALUATION

First Peoples was developed by Museum Victoria and sought to 
tell the story of Victoria in the voice of Aboriginal people. The 
results of an exit survey and observation study were consolidated 
in the report.  CLICK HERE

2. A PROGRAM EVALUATION

Lectures are a core museum experience.  This evaluation is of one 
that was held at Scienceworks.  CLICK HERE

3. TOURING EXHIBITION EVALUATIONS

Tyrannosaurs Meet the Family exhibition was hosted at 
Scienceworks and on loan from the Australian Museum in 
Sydney. It was a more object-based exhibition than others held at 
Scienceworks.  CLICK HERE

4. WW1 CENTENARY EXHIBITION

This exhibition was from the Imperial War Museum in London 
and built on the WW1 100 year centenary. CLICK HERE

5. A VISABILITY TOOL

Not only are we as evaluators challenged to ensure that a study is 
done and the resulted analysed, but we must also deliver results 
and insights to decision-makers.  The easier this is done, the 
better!

Presenting topline results or key insights in a format that is visual 
yet informative can help.  These dashboards were developed in 
PowerPoint using textboxes and once established the content is 
changed but the overall formatting does not.  We post these on our 
internal communication channel for all staff to access.

A taste test of some of the evaluation and visitor research projects conducted  
at Museum Victoria in 2015

Aim of the Dashboard:
•	 To release regular dashboards to all staff highlighting the 

work done and sharing information we have gathered
•	 By doing so we will increase awareness and provide 

interesting and useful information to a wider museum 
audience

Specific examples (see dashboards on this page and next page):

1) WW1: LOVE & SORROW

WW1: Love & Sorrow is a temporary exhibition at Melbourne 
Museum, which will be running for the duration of the WW1 
Centenary.  This Dashboard shared insights into who was visiting 
the exhibition and what they thought about it. 

2) COURTYARD CANTINA

Courtyard Cantina was a series of festival events held on Friday 
nights at the Immigration Museum.  This dashboard shared our 
findings about what people thought about the series of events and 
celebrated their success with all staff. 

3) Reasons for visiting MV

This Dashboard highlighted the main reasons for visiting 
the three Museum Victoria museums – Melbourne Museum, 
Immigration Museum and Scienceworks.  The Dashboard was a 
top level summary of a report that drew together findings from 
two research studies, and encouraged those who were interested 
to read the full report.

https://museumvictoria.com.au/documents/audience-insights/975-3-BUN-First-Peoples-Summative-Evaluation-Presentation-Oct-15.pdf
https://museumvictoria.com.au/documents/audience-insights/973-SW-Palaeontology-Lectures-Jul-15.pdf
https://museumvictoria.com.au/documents/audience-insights/979-2-SW-Tyrannosaurs-Meet-the-Family-Evaluation-Presentation-Sep-15.pdf
https://museumvictoria.com.au/documents/audience-insights/980-MM-WW1-Centenary-Summative-Evaluation-Sep-15.pdf
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We investigated the value that live animals contribute to a 
museum visit.  The results were used to articulate the value of 
these exhibits when the team negotiate funds to keep them. The 
following is an excerpt - the introduction, literature review and 
conclusion - of the study undertaken by a student intern, Lachlan 
Dudley.

Introduction
Recent years have seen a number of museums employing the use 
of live animals in their displays in an effort to enrich visitors’ 
experiences of their exhibitions. Current museums like The 
Los Angeles Country Natural History Museum, The University 
of Manchester Museum, the Virginia Living Museum, and The 
American Natural History Museum highlight the benefit that 
real animals offer over non-live animal displays in terms of 
their ability to increase engagement and to foster learning and 
education. The Australian Museum, for instance, claims that 
‘live animals are the most effective way to communicate animal 
behaviour to museum visitors’. Yet, little research has been 
undertaken to determine the exact benefits that live displays offer 
their non-live animal counterparts. This paper seeks to address 
this issue by analysing how visitors to Melbourne Museum in 
Australia engaged with the Bugs Alive exhibition, an exhibition 
that displays over 100 species of live insects, reptiles and 
spiders, as well as thousands of non-live animal specimens, giant 
models and interactive exhibits from the museum’s collection. 
Observations of visitors were used to assess the length of time 
each visitor spent at different display panels throughout the 
exhibition. In addition, open ended, qualitative interviews with 
thirty-four visitors were conducted to assess the degree to which 
they felt live animals contributed to their engagement with and 
enjoyment of the displays. 

Literature Review
Museums have long exhibited live animals in their displays as a 
method for generating excitement and interest around exhibitions 
(Hosking 2011, p. 1). Although claims of their ability to draw 
crowds and to provide greater degrees of engagement abound, 
there is a lack of empirical data to determine the specific impact 
live animals have on visitors (Masters 2003, pp. 128,130). Of the 
few studies that have attempted to understand the role they 
play in enhancing museum exhibitions, many have found that 
the presence of live specimens resulted in a range of beneficial 
outcomes. A 1999 study of 116 visitors to a display that showcased 
live bats undertaken by the Australian Museum found that 79% 
of visitors agreed strongly with the statement ‘Live bats would 

be an important part of this exhibition’, 18% said no and 3% were 
unsure (Kelly 2007). From the data gathered, the study concluded 
that visitors felt that live bats provided a better understanding 
of the creatures in terms of their ability to more realistically and 
engagingly highlight a number of aspects about the daily lives of 
bats. 

In a summative, follow-up study conducted in 2000 of the same 
exhibition, 97% of visitors felt that it was important to have bats, 
with 37% arguing that it allowed a closer look at the creatures, 
29% feeling that children could experience them better, 11% 
stating that seeing the real thing is better than dead and stuffed 
animals, 7% felt that the exhibition was simply ‘more complete’ 
due to the bats, and 3% thought that it was good as you don’t 
usually get the opportunity to see them in real life (Kelly 2007). 

Similar studies of other live-animal exhibits have returned 
comparable findings. Research on a 1996 Australian exhibition 
titled Spiders! found that visitors preferred live-spider exhibits 
over those that displayed both static and moving models of 
spiders (Kelly 2007). Viewers, for instance, were asked to grade 
the following two statements, ‘I would like to see large models 
of spiders’ and ‘Live animals are an important part of a natural 
history exhibition’ on a scale of 1-5, with 5 representing strongly 
agree and 1 strongly disagree. 58% strongly agreed that live 
animals were important to the exhibition, as opposed to 30% 
who felt strongly that they would like large models (Kelly 2007). 
In addition, audience research conducted by Allen (2007, p. 49) 
and Feinstein found that visitors learned more when interacting 
with live worms as opposed to when viewing videos. Further 
studies also found that a temporary exhibition involving live 
frogs generated some of the most diverse visitor conversations 
regarding the species when compared with displays that had only 
text and model diagrams. With this said, the exhibit that evoked 
the most diverse learning conversations and time spent viewing 
was neither live, nor interactive, but was instead a video (Allen 
2007, p. 49).

While encouraging, access to the full transcripts of many of 
these reports is made difficult by their age. This has created 
barriers in assessing their research methodologies, thereby 
limiting the ability to conclusively determine the validity of 
their results. In addition, the manner in which the above studies 
have implemented their research questions, particularly in 
relation to the survey questions used, raises serious concerns. 
The question order used in surveys and the potential this has to 
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generate a priming effect has long been cited as a common form 
of bias that can impact survey based studies (Lavrakas, 2008, 
p. 612). By providing the respondent with a series of questions 
about which live animals contributed to their experience, before 
asking them to rate whether they felt live animals were integral 
to the exhibition, inevitably sensitises the respondent to reply 
in a certain manner. To avoid this issue, this research has used 
a funnel sequence, in which general questions are used to begin 
with before moving to more specific ones. In addition, this study 
has endeavoured to develop neutral questions that gently guide 
visitors towards providing their views on the use of live animals. 
This, in conjunction with covert methods of observation, allowed 
for a more natural and authentic evaluation of visitors’ views.

Conclusion
Overall displays of live animals are visual portals that ‘make 
you go in for a look’, provide easy to obtain holistic information 
by ‘actually seeing rather than just reading’ and lead to further 
investigation when ‘they make you wonder what it is they’re 
doing and you use the text to help with that’.

Their physical presence has both cognitive and affective impacts 
on visitors.  They can have impact by their presence but also by 
their absence – an experience is seen to be lesser when it lacks a 
live component.  However, not all live exhibits are created equal – 
those with an environment component rate more successfully for 
impact.

Qualities live displays bring to the museum experience are:

Novel:  They are unique, individual, allow for a closer look that  
 is quite a rare occurrence in daily lives of visitors. They   
 provide a focal experience where visitors become   
 immersed in watching and looking.  They, in   
 conjunction with their habitat, provide an aesthetic   
 immersion for visitors, much like the dioramas of old  
 but only better. 
Concrete: They are anchored in a physicality, a realness, played  
 out in real time and have authenticity and genuineness  
 that cannot be questioned.  They show visitors what is,   
 not what they might think is.
Complete: They tell their own story, need only look/watch to  
 learn and often do not need other information. They  
 provide deep details about function, form and behaviour.

Active:  They live, move and are dynamic, changing and  
 accessible.  They simulate visually and aesthetically  
 through the eyes and raise curiosity and enquiry in the  
 mind.  The learning is observational (showing versus   
 telling) which has a social element as part of it.  This  
 form of learning is very well suited to a museum setting.

The outcomes for the visitor from experiences of live-animal 
exhibits are:

•	 More holistic and deeper understanding (qualities of 
observational learning)

•	 Easier access to information (qualities of observational 
learning)

•	 Deeper immersion (engagement) in the experience (longer 
time spent)

•	 Stronger emotional responses (use of emotive words such as 
awesome)

IMPACTS OF LIVE EXHIBITS
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Jan Packer

In July I attended the Visitor Studies Association Conference in 
Indianapolis.  The theme of the conference was Taking Action for 
Improvement, Growth and Social Change.  

The opening keynote by Liz Ševĉenko addressed this theme.  Liz 
is the founding co-director of the Humanities Action Lab at The 
New School in New York City, a network of 20 universities who 
collaborate on student- and community-created public projects 
that bring historical perspective to contested current issues.  She 
spoke mainly about the Guantanamo Public Memory Project.  
The partner universities gave groups of students the task of 
researching various aspects of the questions “What should we 
remember about Guantanamo?  What can Guantanamo’s history 
tell us about what’s happening now—there, and here at home?”  
They dug through historical and visual archives; talked to people 
who worked there, lived there, or were detained there; and 
explored how the issues at Guantanamo might relate to issues, 
people, and places in their own communities. Each student team 
created a piece of the Project’s first traveling exhibit, sharing their 
discoveries—and the difficult questions they struggled with.  The 
exhibition has been/is being hosted by various museums around 
the country.   One of the interesting insights that emerged from 
the discussion was that, because this was viewed by museums as 
a student project, they felt more freedom to host the exhibition, 
than they would have to develop their own exhibition on such 
a controversial subject. This is an ongoing program designed to 
stimulate dialogue and action around issues of pressing public 
interest.

The second keynote was presented by Jean King, a Professor 
from the University of Minnesota, and Director of the Minnesota 
Evaluation Studies Institute.  She spoke on the evaluator’s role 
in organisational change. She made the point that “as the moon 
reflects the sun, an evaluator reflects the power of others”.  
Generally, as evaluators, we do not make the big decisions, we 
give people meaningful results, help them to determine what 
information they need, and how to use it – so it is important for us 

Report from VSA 2015: Taking Action for Improvement, Growth and Social Change

to maintain good relationships with those who do hold authority.  
There are three categories of uses for evaluation: instrumental (to 
provide guidance for action); persuasive (to mobilise support); 
and conceptual (to provide enlightenment).  There are four 
factors that affect the use of evaluation findings: factors relating 
to the organisation (e.g., the culture of the organisation); factors 
relating to the evaluation process (e.g., the quality and timeliness 
of the evaluation); factors relating to the primary users (she noted 
the importance of finding people who are going to care about the 
results, and involving them meaningfully in the whole process); 
and factors relating to the evaluator (e.g., technical skills, personal 
characteristics – she recommended humility).  Finally she noted 
that evaluators need to be teachers – we need to educate others in 
the organisation regarding the role and importance of evaluation.

There were many other interesting presentations – you can 
access the Abstracts by going to www.visitorstudies.org and 
following the links to Conference and Abstracts (under Quick 
Conference Materials). If you want more information, or need 
contact emails for any of the authors, just send me an email at 
j.packer@uq.edu.au.  People are usually happy to share their full 
paper or PowerPoint presentation if you request it.  I would highly 
recommend this conference – the people are very friendly and 
there are always some interesting sessions and museum-focussed 
social events.  Next year the conference will be in Boston. 

Photo: At the VSA 2015 conference, the journal Visitor Studies awarded the inaugural 
Chandler Screven Outstanding Paper Award for the best paper published in the 
journal in 2014. The winners were Susan Moore and Ross Taplin from Western 
Australia for their paper “A Benchmarking Method for Visitor Management by 
National Park Agencies”.  The photo shows David Anderson presenting the award on 
behalf of the Editorial Board.

www.visitorstudies.org
mailto:j.packer%40uq.edu.au?subject=
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The Last Hurrah

I think I took over the reins of compiling the EVRNN bulletin 
(then known as the EVRSIG bulletin) sometime in 2012. At 
the time I was working on my PhD, and deeply immersed in 
the Visitor Studies literature. I was fortunate in that I pursued 
my PhD for the sheer passion of it, and career concerns were 
secondary. Indeed, I wasn’t sure what I was going to do at the end, 
besides some vaguely-formed notions of (re)establishing myself as 
a consultant. However, fate had charted a different course.

Towards the end of 2014, while doing a bit of freelancing around 
the South Australian Museum, I was called to a meeting in the 
Director’s office. As a result of a restructure, a new position had 
been created: Manager of Visitor Experience. As a new role, it 
would need to be openly advertised, but the Director wanted 
someone to fill in for a few months while the recruitment process 
took place. Would I be interested?

It was too good an opportunity to miss, and I leapt at it – and then 
decided to apply for the permanent position. My application was 
successful, and after seeing through a few previous commitments 
I took over full-time towards the end of June this year.

Why am I telling you this? Well, it’s my way of explaining why: a) 
things have been pretty quiet on the e-bulletin front this year; and 
b) I’m signing off from being newsletter coordinator and handing 
the reins to someone else. It’s been a pretty full-on year for me, 
and a steep learning curve.

So with my apologies for the silence this year, I present my final 
e-bulletin. I still hope to be an active participant in the Network, 
although not necessarily on committee (and definitely not in an 
office bearing role). I hope this will leave plenty of open space 
for new people, energy and ideas. Watch this space for notice of 
the next AGM, in which a new e-newsletter coordinator will be 
elected.

As a parting gesture, I’ve included in this bulletin an infographic 
summarising a small fraction of the visitor data I’ve collected this 
year (with the indispensable support of a group of volunteers 
armed with ipads). This represents a big leap forward in the way 
the Museum documents and understands its visitor base, and one 
of the things I’m proudest of so far in my role.

The e-bulletin archive is here: https://sites.google.com/site/
evrsig/evrsig-bulletins

I hope you’ve enjoyed reading the bulletins over the past few 
years, and have found a useful tidbit or two.

Best wishes,

Regan Forrest
Outgoing EVRNN Secretary and e-bulletin coordinator

Farewell Message

https://sites.google.com/site/evrsig/evrsig-bulletins
https://sites.google.com/site/evrsig/evrsig-bulletins
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South Australian Museum

November 2015

How often they visit Who they visit with

Where they’re from Our visitors are

27%

25% 16%

1%

12%

1%

Curious
58% give ‘to satisfy a general 

interest or curiosity’ as a  
major reason for visiting

Social
43% give ‘to accompany 

my children/partner/friends/
grandchildren’ as a major reason

Sightseers
34% give ‘the Museum’s reputation  

as one of Adelaide’s main attractions’  
as a major reason

Leisurely
33% give ‘just passing time  

in the city’ as a major reason

people have visited the Museum in the last six months.  
Who are they? Where do they come from? Why do they come?  
We asked a random sample of 1,343 of them to help us find out.

32% 
are first time visitors

21%  
visit at least once per year

42%  
visit with children

31%  
visit alone or as couples

65% 
from  

South Australia

18% 
from interstate  

Australia

17% 
from overseas 

countries

18%
United

Kingdom

42%

27%

2%

16%
9%

3%

WA

NT
Qld

NSW / ACT

Vic

Tas

Continental 
Europe

Asia

Africa

South
America

New
Zealand

North
America

Visitor Survey Summary

375,000 
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