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INTRODUCTION 

What
Non-user consultation involves research with people and/or organisations who are not 
currently engaging with, visiting or using your museum and its services. It does not need to 
be expensive and it can be done in-house, but sufficient time needs to be made available to 
plan, deliver and analyse your research. 

Who
Non-users may be people who have never visited your museum; attended an outreach or 
community event; used your services; are represented amongst staff, volunteers or trustees; 
or who are lapsed visitors. They can also include charities, businesses, educational bodies, 
media, or anyone who could be affected by your museum’s actions directly or indirectly or 
could become users in the future. Don’t just think about visitors as users, think about staff, 
volunteers, trustees, online users, stakeholders, school groups and so on.

Why 
Consulting with non-users may help you to understand more about:

• their demographics, needs, behaviours and preferences;

• their awareness, perceptions and understanding of your museum and what you offer;

• why they don’t engage with your museum; 

• what might encourage them to do so in the future.

Input from non-users can help you to:

• develop and improve your services;

• broaden your appeal;

• increase and diversify your visitors, volunteers, staff and trustees;

• increase your income;

• develop partnerships;

• demonstrate the impact you have and feed into your advocacy work;

• provide evidence for funding applications.

Consulting with non-users is also a requirement for Museum Accreditation – see 
‘Accreditation guidance. Section 3: Users and their experience’. Museums must be able to 
identify non-users and their barriers to participation, in order to develop a plan to broaden its 
range of users.

This guide was developed as part of a project on non-user 
consultation for the South East Museum Development 
Programme. It focuses on methods that are accessible  
and achievable for small- and medium-sized museums  
and that can be scaled up if desired.
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PLANNING YOUR 
CONSULTATION 
There is no one-size-fits-all approach. What you do will depend on many factors 
including internal museum factors (such as what you want to find out; budget; 
time available; skills, willingness and availability of staff or volunteers) and factors 
relating to your non-users (such as their availability and needs).

Establish who your  
current users are

Identify your  
non-users

 Prioritise and choose  
non-user group(s) for 

consultation

What do you want  
to find out?

 How will you reach  
the non-users?

When will you need  
the findings by?

When will they  
be available? 

What locations are available  
to you?

Where is an appropriate 
location for them?

What staff / volunteer 
availability is there?

Will they expect / need  
an incentive?

How much budget do  
you have?

How much budget will  
you need?
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Planning framework

Look at who your current users are, and compare with 
data on the local community and benchmarking data 
with other museums, to establish which groups of 
people are under-represented as your users.

For example, you are a family-friendly museum and 1% 
of your visitors are pre-school children under 5 years 
old. You can see that 8% of the local population are 
under 5 and that the regional average is 12% of visitors 
being pre-schoolers – therefore you can see that under 
5s are under-represented as visitors in your museum.

Consider using contextual and comparison data 
from the Office for National Statistics; DCMS Taking 
Part data; benchmarking data from SEMDP (or other 
museum development organisations); local authority 
data; tourism data from Visit Britain, Visit England and 
your local destination management organisation and 
tourist information centres (for links see page 19).

Be realistic in what you can achieve, and prioritise and 
focus who you want to consult with. Consider using 
several different methods of consultation which can 
complement each other and provide different insights.

Considerations
Recruitment 
Recruitment for non-user consultation tends to be more 
difficult than recruiting existing audiences, as they are 
harder to find and reach, less engaged, and may feel 
they have less of a vested interest in taking part. If your 
non-user target group is broad, you might find local 
media helpful but if you are looking at a clearly defined 
group, going to community groups, clubs, societies, 
local businesses or partners can be more effective. 

Social media is a great tool for recruitment but ensure 
that your posts reach beyond your current followers and 
users – encourage individuals and organisations to share 
your content and post in local groups on Facebook.

Staff and volunteers 
You will also need to consider the skills, availability and 
willingness you have amongst staff and volunteers. For 

example, some do not feel very comfortable approaching 
people in the street for a survey. Others might have 
invested so much time and passion in a project that 
staying neutral in a focus group might be difficult.

Consider whether your budget will stretch to hiring an 
experienced external facilitator to run a focus group, or 
whether investing in team training would be valuable. 
Within your museum networks, you might find that 
museums can swap and facilitate interviews or focus 
groups for each other.

Budget 
Most consultation can be done at very little cost and you 
might find you already have many things you need (e.g. 
clipboards, Post-it notes).

Costs to consider are:

• Venue hire for focus group if not run at the museum; 

• Transport for participants, if needed;

• Refreshments for focus groups / volunteers / staff;

• Printing of surveys, photos, plans;

• Feedback wall / board, cards, pens, props;

• Clipboards for on-street surveys;

• Online survey package – starts free, then from  
£25 per month;

• Recording device for focus groups – £25+;

• Incentive / thank you for focus groups – £15-25pp;

• Prize draw for an online survey;

• Staff / volunteer time.

Timings
Ensure you allow sufficient time to plan your 
consultation, book venues if required and recruit 
participants. As well as considering your internal 
timescales, think about your target audience and when 
they might be available. If you need to reach tourists, 
when is the main tourist season? If you need to reach 
families, avoid the school run. Consider if your target 
audience likely to work and prefer evenings, or would 
they prefer to avoid going out in dark evenings?

Tips
1. Be clear on what you want to find out.

2. Do what is appropriate for your museum and the  
non-users you are targeting.

3. Be realistic in what you plan to deliver and what  
outcomes you expect.

4. Don’t expect non-users to have all the answers  
that will quadruple your visitor numbers!

1 2&

3
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It is crucial that you ask appropriate questions to  
get meaningful information that you can act on. 

Think About Examples

What do we need to know? How could we encourage more local families with pre-school children to 
visit our museum?

Why do we need to know this? Local families with pre-school children are under-represented as visitors 
and we want to increase the number of them visiting.

What will we do with the answers? We will share the findings with the team, and act on them where 
possible, especially feeding into marketing plans and activities.

What questions can we ask to get 
this information?

Questions like “Why don’t you visit our museum?” put people on the 
spot and often lead to answers like “I’m too busy”, “It’s not for me” or “I 
don’t know” – answers which are hard for you to act on (you can’t make 
people less busy!). 

Try breaking down the topic into more specific and tangible questions, 
for example:

• Have you heard about our museum?

• When you think about our museums with words come to mind?

• What do you think about the cost of entry?

• Do you visit other museums with your children? What do you or they 
like / not like about them?

• Where do you find information on events, days out and what’s on? 

• What days and hours of the day are you looking for activities to take 
your children to?

DESIGNING YOUR 
QUESTIONS ?
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Open or closed questions
Think about whether you want to use closed or open 
questions, for example:

• Closed question: Does this leaflet appeal to you? 
The answer is simply ‘Yes’ or ‘No’.

• Open question: In what way does this leaflet 
appeal to you? What elements of this leaflet appeal 
to you? (Allows for explanatory answers.)

Closed questions are especially useful in online surveys, 
when people are often more averse to typing out answers 
to open questions and tend to prefer tick boxes. They are 
also useful when you are doing quantitative research and 
want large volumes of participants.

Open questions will help you probe deeper and answer 
‘why’ and ‘how’ questions. They tend to be more useful 
in qualitative research such as focus groups with 
smaller numbers of people. They are also useful follow-
up questions to explore answers to closed questions.

Objective or leading questions
Ensure questions are objective and not leading, as this 
may prejudice responses.

For example:

• Leading question: Do you think our online booking 
service is overly complicated?

• Objective question: Tell me about your online 
booking experience.

Types of questions
Consider using a variety of types of questions  
(e.g. word association, fill in the blanks, choose your 
favourite xyz, rate the following), to avoid participant 
boredom and ‘robotic’ answering, i.e. just saying ‘yes’  
or ‘no’ indiscriminately.

Question ordering
Structure questions in a logical order so that they make 
sense to participants and can be followed more easily. 

Think about:

• some warm-up introductory questions;

•  the bulk of the questions which will engage and 
explore your themes;

• exit questions which round off th e discussion  

If you are conducting interviews or focus groups 
consider a range of back-up questions, examples  
and different ways of asking the same question in  
case people get stuck or are not sure what you  
mean. For example:

• Which of our galleries most appeals to you  
and why?

• If you arrived at our museum, which gallery or  
area would you head to first and why?

• Which is your favourite area – the natural history 
area, local history area or military history area?

Tips
1. Make questions short and easy to understand.

2. Only include questions which will be of use and 
relevant to you.

3. Don’t save the most important topics until the end 
in case you run out of time.

4. Consider using examples, photos, plans and 
props to bring the topics to life.

5. Use language that is appropriate to your 
audiences.

as you finish.
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1. On-street interviews
These are interviews you conduct with people in public spaces. They usually last less than 
five minutes, and can include a mixture of closed and open questions.

TYPES OF  
CONSULTATION 
There are many different types of research you can undertake 
and the factors outlined on pages 4-5 will affect your choice. Here 
are some examples of types of consultation you can consider:

Advantages Disadvantages

You are not relying on non-users coming to you. It is time-consuming to get a large volume of  
interviews done.

You can tailor additional questions to responses  
you receive.

It can be hard to spot your target audience without 
stereotyping or offending people (e.g. assuming 
someone is over 60 years old).

You can gauge body language and interest. People are often in a hurry and don’t want to stop.

It doesn’t cost anything. It can be hard to find volunteers who will feel 
comfortable doing the interviews.

Tips
1. Think about your locations: 

- where are your target non-users? 
-  where will they be receptive to your survey,  

e.g. bus stop, park bench?

2. Be confident and friendly.

3. Wear a badge with your name and organisation.

4. Offer a summary sheet about the research  
with contact details in case participants have  
follow-up questions.

5. Consider, practise and fine-tune your approach and 
opening questions.

6. Consider typing straight into software rather than  
onto paper surveys that will need to be typed up 
(with www.smartsurvey.co.uk you can input data 
in an offline mode and results will be automatically 
uploaded once the device is connected to the 
Internet again).
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2. Online surveys 
You can use free or low-cost survey software to run surveys online to gather data, for 
example www.smartsurvey.co.uk and www.surveymonkey.net. They are particularly 
useful for gathering quantitative data.

Advantages Disadvantages

They are time efficient. You have limited control over who fills it out.

They are free or low-cost. It is hard to reach non-users and persuade them to fill it out.

You can collect and process many responses. It’s often harder to get answers to open questions.

You don’t have to manually input data.

The software provides analysis and easy reporting.

Tips
Online surveys
1. Promote thoroughly to get a large volume of responses.

2. Include a clear but concise explanation at the outset.

3. Filter out people you don’t need answers from  
(e.g. if you want to hear from families, make sure you 
have a question asking people if they have children, 
and their age).

4. Limit the number of open questions.

5. Consider incentivising participation, for example 
having a prize draw.

3. Community event
Make the most of existing community events that you can attend or organise yourself and 
incorporate consultation into your stand or presence. For example, distribute surveys that 
can be filled out, use a feedback wall with Post-it notes or a dropbox with voting discs, 
where people drop a disc (button, ball or similar) into a box to indicate their answer to a 
questions – supermarkets often use these with charity collections.

Think about where you might find your target non-users e.g. at a county show, a local 
community summer fair or street party or a Chamber of Commerce event.

Advantages Disadvantages

You can reach a particular target audience. You are reliant on another event. 

You go to your audience, rather than require them to  
come to you.

You have less control over who comes to your  
stand for you to engage with.

It can be very cost effective. People might be shy or unwilling to come to your stand.

It can be fun and easy for participants. You have limited time with people.

You can use a variety of methods.

Community event
1. Have a visual presence to attract attention.

2. Make it fun – be creative.

3. Set up easy ways for people to interact and  
provide feedback.

4. If children are going to be at the event, organise 
an activity for them (which could also be part of the 
consultation) so that it’s easier for their adults to stay 
at your stand for longer.
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4. Focus groups 
A focus group can be an excellent way to probe topics deeper, asking more open 
questions such as ‘why’ and ‘how’. Sometimes it can be useful to run a focus group to 
explore themes that emerge from quantitative research such as an online survey.

Typically you will have 7-10 participants taking part in a focus group that lasts 1-2 hours. 
Ideally you should have one person who is the main facilitator or moderator, and a second 
person who can take notes, observe body language and help with time-keeping and 
practicalities such as refreshments.

A focus group needs to be structured, but retain some flexibility. Prepare a topic guide with 
questions in a logical order, and additional questions as prompts in case participants don’t 
understand you or don’t know how to answer. However, make sure you allow participants 
to deviate from this if you find that they raise relevant issues that you had not anticipated.

Recruitment can be time-consuming. Consider whether holding the focus group in a 
community venue might be easier and more appropriate for participants, rather than 
your museum or whether you need to provide transport to your museum. Offer a £10-25 
voucher for each participant who takes part as a thank you and incentive.

Advantages Disadvantages

They are good for answering ‘why’ and ‘how’ 
 – probe deeper. Each focus group will only involve a small sample.

Discussions are guided but there is still flexibility to 
allow themes you may not have anticipated.

There is a risk of bias if your facilitator is someone from 
your museum.

You can gain additional insights from picking up on 
body language and tone.

Focus groups tend to be labour-intensive and require 
budget for incentives.

Participants can spark ideas off each other. Without good facilitation, there is a risk that the group 
goes off-topic.

There is more time to explore. Analysis of the discussions can be hard and  
time-consuming.

You can use objects and prompts. They are not ideal for sensitive topics which participants 
may feel uncomfortable talking about in a group.

4. Stay neutral and don’t judge – or appear  
to judge – responses. 

5. Vary your questions and exercises to keep the session 
interesting and encourage participation from everyone.

6. Consider the environment – a suitable venue and 
furniture, a warm welcome, refreshments.

Tips
1. Don’t mix internal audiences (such as volunteers) and 

external audiences in the same focus group.

2. Prepare a topic guide with questions and prompts.

3. Be positive, open-minded and interested in what 
people have to stay.
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5. Stakeholder research
You can also undertake phone, online or in-person interviews with gatekeepers – people 
with a particular set of insights or experience that can represent non-users. For example:

• A Scout leader representing their group

• Someone from a visual impairment charity representing its users

• A local authority community officer representing a particular community or ward 

• Someone from a local Chamber of Commerce representing its members

• Someone from a destination management organisation representing its members or 
the tourism sector.

Advantages Disadvantages

You can access the stakeholder’s broad experience. You’re not going straight to your target non-users.

You can gain insights you might not be able to  
reach otherwise. Stakeholders may have their own agendas.

It is time-efficient.

6. Secondary research
You can also tap into research and data that already exists, for context, benchmarking or 
when you are really stuck, for example.

• The Government’s Taking Part surveys on cultural and sporting engagement

• South East Museum Development Programme’s Annual Data Survey 

• The Office for National Statistics

• Local, regional and national tourism organisations

• Local authorities.

Using secondary research instead of primary research should only be done if there is 
no primary research and it is not possible to undertake any due to time, budgetary or 
other restraints. Whilst secondary research will provide some information, this will not 
be specific to your particular museum and its users and non-users, so a note of caution 
should be made.

Tips
1. Stakeholder and secondary research should ideally be used in addition to, 

not instead of, other research.

2. Don’t reinvent the wheel if relevant information or research already exists.

3. Identify where your gaps in information are and prioritise plugging these.
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Analysing your findings
The analysis you do will partly depend on the type of 
consultation and the purpose of the research.

For example, if you use online software such as Survey 
Monkey or Smart Survey, you can export all the data 
into Excel or .csv files, as well as graphs and charts of 
results produced at the click of a button. If you have 
done a large volume of paper surveys, entering these 
into online software will make analysis quicker.

For focus groups you might wish to transcribe the 
whole session (if you have recorded it) to have a written 
record. Alternatively, you may prefer to summarise 
the session, noting down the main points, areas of 
agreement and disagreement and key quotes. 

Whatever type of consultation you have undertaken, try 
to answer the question: ‘What is the research saying?’ 
Consider whether the research confirms what you 
suspected, if anything unexpected has emerged and 
what the implications are for your museum.

Reporting on your findings
There’s nothing to say that you have to produce a 
substantial report – do what is appropriate for your 
museum and the people and organisations that need  
or want to learn about it. Encourage everyone to take 
ownership of the results and consider how they can act 
on them.

Whilst funders may expect a written report, you might 
find that a briefing at an internal meeting or a summary 
in an internal newsletter works better for staff and 
volunteers. It does not have to be complicated, but 
it needs to be clear, especially any conclusions and 
recommendations that affect the museum and its 
work. Consider using free infographic tools to highlight 
findings at a glance (see p19 for links).

As well as summarising the consultation itself, make 
recommendations and suggest actions that the museum  
can take as a result. For example:

• Would further consultation be useful (e.g. a focus 
group to explore in-depth issues raised in an 
online survey, or further consultation with another 
audience group)?

• Are there any ‘quick win’ actions that can be taken?

• How can the results feed into medium- and  
longer-term strategic planning?

• Do the results help to build a case for a new funding 
application or can they feed into an existing funding 
application?

It is also useful to have a debrief about the consultation 
process itself, with everyone who was involved feeding 
back on what worked well and what could be improved 
on or done differently in future. For example, did you 
allow enough time to recruit? What sort of questions 
worked well? 

ANALYSING  
RESULTS &  
REPORTING

Tips
1. Focus on answering ‘What is the research saying?’

2. Do not jump to conclusions or stretch the results to fit preconceived 
ideas you might have. 

3. Think about the best ways in which to convey key points.

4. Think about how can you use the insights from the consultation.
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The Market Research Society has a Code of Conduct 
which is a useful guide for anyone who undertakes  
research (see page 19). The key elements relevant to 
small and medium-sized museums undertaking their 
own research and consultation are:

• Research must be based on voluntary informed 
consent (participants choose to take part, based 
on information about what will be involved – for 
example the length of time that the research will 
take, whether it will be recorded – and give their 
permission to do so).

• Researchers must be transparent as to the subject 
and purpose of data collection.

• Researchers shall respect the confidentiality of 
information collected.

• Researchers shall respect the rights and well-being 
of research participants and ensure that they are 
not harmed or adversely affected by  
the research. 

 
 

Accessibility
Consider the accessibility of your research and ensure it 
is appropriate for your target group. Think about:

• Physical accessibility – the location, parking,  
facilities and seating;

• The day and time of day that is appropriate;

• The research itself – instructions and explanations 
given, the language used, font sizes, how long it takes;

• Comfort and well-being – how will participants feel 
at ease, what refreshments are appropriate, will 
they need a chaperone / carer?

Data protection
If you are collecting any personal data (such as names, 
email addresses and postal addresses as sign-ups for 
a focus group or for a prize draw for a survey), you will 
need to check whether you need to register with the 
Information Commissioner’s Office and be familiar with 
data protection requirements (see page 19).

ETHICAL  
AND LAWFUL  
CONSULTATION

Tips
1. Ensure you create, conduct and report your research 

honestly, transparently, objectively and accurately. 

2. Be honest and clear with your participants about your 
research: what you are doing and why, what you 
intend to do with the results, and how long it will take.

3. Be honest and clear about why you are collecting 
personal data (if you are doing so) and what you 
intend to do with it.

4. Ensure participants understand points 2 and 3, check 
they are happy to continue and can opt out.

5. Provide your contact details for participants to use if 
they have any questions or concerns afterwards.

6. Only collect personal data if relevant, store it securely 
and don’t keep it for longer than necessary.

7. Ensure the accessibility needs of your target audience 
group are considered and met.

Laws, best practice and principles of ‘good’ research apply to non-user 
consultation just like any research.



14 | Guide On Non-User Consultations

ALTON

CASE STUDY 1 

JANE AUSTEN’S HOUSE MUSEUM 
NON-USER CONSULTATION: FOCUS GROUP AT THE MUSEUM

AIMS
To explore reasons for the low proportion 
of visitors from British-based black, Asian 
and other ethnic minority communities 
living locally and, as the group came from 
Portsmouth, also explore the similarly low 
proportion of visitors from the city, which is  
30 miles away.

About The Consultation
Four staff ran a focus group for 14 people from the 
Portsmouth-based Chat Over Chai, a cross-cultural 
social group for anyone aged 50 and over. It took 
place at the museum after a guided tour and minibus 
transportation was provided for the group. Questions 
were designed around visiting both as individuals and in 
a group. 

Summary of findings
The focus group found that group members  
have an appetite for cultural visits and are informed 
consumers of culture locally, and sometimes 
internationally. Ease of access by public transport, 
journey times and transport costs are factors in choosing 
where to visit, both as groups and  
as individuals.

There was no prior awareness of the Museum among 
the group members and none of the participants had 
visited previously. Their immediate interest in Jane 
Austen’s life was clear, as was the personal resonance 
of the domestic and family themes of the Museum and 
its garden. There was a sense that the group looked 
to stewards for information in preference to text-based 
interpretation, and several mentioned audio  
guides as being a useful addition to the museum.

Lessons learned and  
impact going forward
We learnt the value of approaching non-users through 
gatekeepers or facilitators, in this case, Portsmouth City 
Council. For similar future consultation we will ask about 
English language levels in advance , as we were not 
aware until the session began that some of the group 
did not speak English well. They took part in the session 
with the help of a translator, but this took up some 
time and was an unexpected factor. We accompanied 
the group as they looked around the house, whereas 
another time we might leave them to visit on their own,  
to simulate a ‘normal’ visit.

As a result of this project, staff are more aware of 
audience research methodologies and have the 
experience, skills and confidence to run a successful 
focus group. Staff are now aware of the value of focus 
groups, the potential pitfalls (for example there is likely to 
be a positive bias created when an organisation invites 
a group in for a special, all-expenses-paid session) 
and the need for different forms of consultation to be 
conducted alongside them. 

Based on insights gained, we will look at targeted 
leafleting in local cities, especially Portsmouth and 
Southampton, which we don’t currently reach. We will 
also look at targeting our outreach offer, and consider 
funding sources that might support subsidised transport 
for museum visits. We would also like to develop a 
continued relationship with Chat Over Chai.

We will undertake more consultation with different 
audience groups around our plans for redisplay and 
reinterpretation, and we plan to undertake diversity 
training for staff and volunteers to further support the 
museum’s work in diversity and inclusion.

Tips
1. Divide up the work – we managed the  

project as a group of four. 

2. Relax and enjoy it!
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LYMINGTON
AIMS
To gather insights from visitors and  
tourists to the area who do not currently  
visit St Barbe, to help the Museum and 
Gallery appeal to them and attract larger 
audience numbers. We decided early on to 
broaden this to include locals as well, to gain 
additional responses and insights. 

About The Consultation
Two members of staff and three volunteers conducted 
65 face-to-face interviews with people at the information 
centre at St Barbe Museum & Art Gallery, the Lymington 
High Street and the Quay. Interviews were also carried 
out at exhibitions that St Barbe ran at the Lymington-
Keyhaven Marshes and nearby village Pennington. 

Summary of findings
The following insights were gained from the interviews:

• 40% of all people questioned (and 30% of people 
within a 10-20 mile radius) did not know that there 
was a museum in Lymington.

• When doing a general online search (i.e. “things to 
do in Lymington”), St Barbe does not appear in the 
search results.

• The museum and galleries need to be more 
clearly signposted from the reception. One person 
interviewed had seen the café but not realised there 
was also a museum and gallery in the building!

•  We need to ensure that visitors are welcomed to 
the site by staff and volunteers and yet, if entering 
when the museum is not busy, do not feel the 
subject of too much attention.

•  Many interviewees were interested in upcoming 
exhibitions and events from our ‘What’s on’ brochure 
– suggesting that we’re doing the right kind of things, 
but not necessarily publicising them well enough.

Lessons learned and  
impact going forward
On average one person answered a survey for every 
six people who said “no”. It was often difficult to get 
people to stop and take part, especially families with 
children, who we particularly wanted to engage with.

Short-term changes we can implement include training 
for front-of-house volunteers, improved signage and 
wayfinding from the reception area into the museum 
and galleries, and improved advertising of events and 
activities in the local press and on social media. 

The results showed us that to become more resilient, 
our advertising needs to reach more people. As such, 
we are currently working on joint advertising with the 
New Forest Tourism Association to attract visitors from 
the London area for short breaks, with online and TV 
advertising emphasising that the New Forest is just 89 
minutes from London. 

We will also look at our web presence and work out 
how we can improve our ranking in search results, 
ensuring that when visitors do a general search for 
“things to do in Lymington”, St Barbe appears on the 
first page.

ST BARBE MUSEUM AND ART GALLERY 
NON-USER CONSULTATION: ON-STREET SURVEYS WITH TOURISTS AND LOCAL PEOPLE

CASE STUDY 2

3. Whilst holidays are a great time to talk to tourists, 
this is also when most staff and volunteers want to 
take time off!

4. Have an incentive. We gave out 2-for-1 vouchers 
to those who completed the survey, which both 
encouraged survey uptake and led to some new 
museum visitors.

Tips
1. Make sure you have enough time to do your 

consultation properly and comprehensively.

2. Be flexible – prepare questions in advance, but be 
prepared to ad lib once you start talking to people.
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FORDINGBRIDGE

CASE STUDY 3 

FORDINGBRIDGE MUSEUM 
NON-USER CONSULTATION: FOCUS GROUP AND STAKEHOLDER MEETINGS

About The Consultation
We undertook a visit to Polesden Lacey and held 
discussions with their staff about their experiences of 
using iPads in similar ways. This was followed by visits 
and focus group discussions with staff and users from a 
local care home and from Headway Southampton, the 
charity which improves life for people after they sustain 
a brain injury. We also held a meeting with the New 
Forest Disability Service, to discuss the limitations of the 
museum and what improvements could be made. 

Summary of findings
We received valuable insights on a range of issues 
including facilities, signage, technology, interpretation 
and stewards. Many are low cost and easy to 
implement in the short-run, for example:

• making handling objects available for people who 
are visually impaired;

• making access information available on the 
museum’s website;

• including the volunteer’s name on stewards’ badges 
to make them more friendly;

• providing chairs for people to rest on.

Other changes could be considered longer-term,  
for example:

• exploring technological interpretation such as audio 
guides and touch screens;

• making signage and interpretation more accessible 
in terms of fonts, colours, positioning;

• training volunteers in accessibility.

Lessons learned and  
impact going forward
We have gained a fuller understanding about areas that 
could be improved to help more visitors to have a better 
experience. The knowledge and experience gained from 
this project will be invaluable when we run other non-
user consultations and will help us with planning and 
liaising with other organisations.

As a result of the consultation, upcoming plans include 
volunteers reformatting interpretation to make it clearer 
and easier to read and trustees investigating technical 
solutions such as touch-screens, audio points and 
other media. 

Tips
1. Make sure that you have a committed resource to run 

the consultation program and that you plan plenty of 
time to complete it. 

2. Ensure you publicise your consultation internally so 
staff, volunteers and trustees are all well-informed.

3. Monitor progress from the start so that you can 
minimize programme slippages. 

4. Be clear who your target audience is and liaise early 
on with specialised support groups.

AIMS
To find out how the museum can become 
more accessible for people with disabilities. 
In particular, to get feedback on plans to 
use tablet devices to display collection 
information and help to make the first floor 
more accessible to people who cannot use 
the stairs.
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SWANWICK

AIMS
To explore reasons why many local  
people – in particular families – have  
not visited the museum.

About The Consultation
Our research comprised three strands:

1.  Two focus groups for families at the museum in  
the summer holidays, after recruitment via two local 
Facebook groups. We ran activities for the children 
(aged 3-10) whilst the parents took part, and provided 
refreshments and free entry to the museum.

2.  We ran a free children’s activity on our stand at the 
New Forest Show while parents who had never visited 
the Museum filled out questionnaires (64 took part). 

3.  An online survey promoted through the Facebook 
groups, with 33 parents participating to date.

Participants were asked about their awareness and 
perceptions of the Museum, their expectations and 
thoughts on our marketing materials.

Summary of findings
Key motivations for visiting a museum include 
entertaining the children, educational value and 
historical interest, having a play area and hands-on 
activities, a café and reasonable cost.

The majority of respondents use the Internet when 
deciding on places to visit, with word of mouth and 
recommendations also important, as is the use of 
Facebook to share ideas. Leaflets are not used 
frequently by participants, apart from when on holiday.

The focus group felt that the Facebook page looked 
interesting, that events should feature more often than 
general news, but without constant ‘selling’. None of 
the families thought that our leaflet indicated that the 
Museum would be fun to visit – they considered it too 
brown, educational and not family-oriented.

Lessons learned and  
impact going forward
Managing this project over the summer was difficult as  
the project was time-consuming, it’s the Museum’s busiest 
time of year and volunteers and staff take holiday.

Recruiting families for the focus group in August 
was hard and there were several cancellations. 
However, those who came were keen to take part and 
appreciated and used the free visit to the museum. 

The New Forest Show generated many responses,  
with many people happier to be interviewed than filling 
in a questionnaire. More surveys were completed on 
the days when more confident volunteers manned the 
stall. Having examples of all the marketing material 
helped with engagement and encouraged people to 
sign up to the e-newsletter.

We know that the museum offers many things that 
families look for, but clearly this message is not 
getting through. Once the families gained an improved 
understanding of what the museum is like, they were 
happier to contemplate a visit.

We need to decide whether to overhaul our leaflet 
to appeal more to families or not, as local families 
primarily go elsewhere for days out information. We 
need to make more of our Facebook presence and 
will look into getting additional resource or training to 
support the team with this.

BURSLEDON BRICKWORKS INDUSTRIAL MUSEUM 
NON-USER CONSULTATION: FOCUS GROUP, COMMUNITY EVENT, ONLINE SURVEY

CASE STUDY 4

Tips
1. Try to find the time to do some non-user research – 

it’s been very worthwhile!

2. Don’t hide behind questionnaires, as you learn  
much more if you meet and chat to people.
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TOP TIPS 

Have clear objectives about what you want to achieve.

Be realistic in what you can deliver and what the findings  
can tell you.

Think beyond usual audiences and communication channels  
to reach the non-users.

Plan and prepare thoroughly.

Do what’s appropriate for you and for the non-users. 

Only ask what you need to know.

Be honest and open with participants.

Don’t expect participants to solve all your problems.

Help everyone in your museum to ‘own’ the results.

Use the insights you gain!

Don’t see non-user consultation as a quick fix or one-off  
– embed it in your museum to it’s part of what you do.
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Arts Council England 
Accreditation Guidance on 
‘Users and their experience’

Heritage Lottery Fund’s  
‘Thinking about...  
Audience development’

For inspiration
The Museum 2.0 blog  
– Nina Simon’s blog on  
the participatory museum

And The Participatory 
Museum book 

Searchable articles, guides 
and case studies from the 
arts marketing sector

The Visitor Studies Group

Museums Association’s 
Museum Practice guide on 
audiences (MA membership 
needed to access content)

SHARE Museums East’s 
Evaluation Toolkit  

For tools
Online survey software 

Research question bank 
www.artscouncil.org.uk/
sites/default/files/ 
S3D3_Researchers_
Question_Bank.doc

A template for an  
audience research brief

ADDITIONAL  
RESOURCES

For accreditation and  
funding body guidelines

For free infographic tools

 
To create word clouds

Market Research Society 
Code of Conduct

Code of practice for 
conducting research  
in town centres

Data protection principles

To see if you need to 
register with the Information 
Commissioner’s Office

Association of Independent 
Museum’s Success Guide: 
Successfully managing 
privacy and data regulations 
in small museums

South East Museum 
Development Programme  
Annual Data Survey

The Office for  
National Statistics

The Department for Digital, 
Culture, Media & Sport’s 
Taking Part Survey

For codes of conduct

For data protection information

Copy and paste 
link manually for 
download to start

https://www.aim-museums.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2017/10/2-Successfully-managing-privacy-and-data-regulations-in-small-museums.pdf
www.artscouncil.org.uk/sites/default/files/download-file/FINAL_201406_GuidanceSection3_PrintFriendly.pdf
www.hlf.org.uk/audience-development
http://museumtwo.blogspot.co.uk
www.participatorymuseum.org/read
http://www.culturehive.co.uk/
http://visitors.org.uk/
http://www.museumsassociation.org/museum-practice/audiences
http://sharemuseumseast.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2013/08/Evaluation-Toolkit.pdf
https://www.smartsurvey.co.uk
https://www.surveymonkey.net/
http://visitors.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2014/08/AudienceResearchBrief.pdf
http://infogr.am
http://visual.ly
https://www.piktochart.com
www.visage.co
https://tagcrowd.com
https://worditout.com
https://www.mrs.org.uk/pdf/mrs%20code%20of%20conduct%202014.pdf
https://www.mrs.org.uk/pdf/Code%20of%20practice%20for%20town%20centres.pdf 
https://ico.org.uk/for-organisations/guide-to-data-protection/
https://ico.org.uk/for-organisations/register/self-assessment/
http://southeastmuseums.org/
http://southeastmuseums.org/annual-data-survey#.WhSFaLSFjR1
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/taking-part-survey
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/announcements


Christina Lister
MARKETING AND AUDIENCE  
DEVELOPMENT CONSULTANT

www.christinalister.co.uk

Graphic Design
www.ninabrowndesign.co.uk
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