Museums and Art Galleries Attendance Studies

Question:
I've read the Hills Strategies study of "Museums and Art Gallery Attendance in Canada and the Provinces," and a couple of things jumped out at me:

The percentage of people visiting any museum has remained fairly constant, and in all categories but one, attendance rates have increased; only in the category including community museums has the percentage dropped.

Does anyone have any insight as to why this is? Do you know of any studies into what factor(s) is/are making community and general history museums less attractive than other types of museums?

Tammy Hardwick, January 23, 2004.

Manager, Creston & District Museum & Archives

Responses:

1. This is opinion only, and, perhaps, not very insightful. There is a course at UVIC that you probably saw advertised here "Making Museums Matter". While we all try very hard to be relevant to the community, most community museums are not visited by the people who live there. Most people in Victoria don't visit the RBCM, though they love it and don't want it to go away.

One of the directions that I am particularly interested in is making museums into Knowledge Centres, rather than static repositories of stuff. I know many curators (including yourself, Tammy) who strive to create programming that brings people in. Can we get people to start creating their own programming using our resources?

You have an excellent archives at Creston. How often do you have storytelling nights drawing on the archives and using artefacts from the museum? How many people spend hours at the museum creating new stories, bring their kids in to explain what their childhood was like?

I think we have an opportunity in our aging population. We are all soon going to be very interested in our own histories, even if we aren't now.

Cliff Quinn

fishAbility Management and Communications

2. Not aware of any studies, but I have a couple of thoughts. We are boring. Let’s face it. Many community museums in Canada are almost carbon copies of each other. Many on the prairies could be better described as Sears catalogue museums than community museums. I am constantly amazed at how many museums that I go in that tell me almost nothing unique about their community (you would be surprised at how many do not even have an introduction that gives an overview of key facts like where did the name of the town come from...).

And a decrease in student and other funding has meant shorter operating hours.

I would be interested to see if school group attendance has tapered off. I believe there is less time and resources for teachers to take students on field trips.

Lee Boyko

Inquisitive Travel, Cultural Heritage and Tourism Consulting
3. Nothing like an inflammatory statement to get things rolling. I don't see that Tammy is getting much of a response to a very good question. Generally, everyone is leaving it to someone else to answer.

I appreciated Cliff's comments and to an extent – Lee Boyko’s. Item 1 on Lee's list does not apply to the Mission Museum, even before we took our museum apart, turned it inside out and put it back together just over a year ago. In our museum, you get the key facts, and now a theme exhibit.

Yet, Items 2 and 3 are all too true. Except that local "community" museums are easy to reach and a small admission price field trip item! 

Kim Allen

Curator, Mission Museum
4. I will say that the quality of exhibits in a number of BC community museums is excellent, but many across this country could do with improvement. Programs are often a hit and miss.

A number of teachers have told me that since they have a limited budget and time, they really feel that whatever field trip they take has to wow the kids.

I also suspect that many community museums that have faced funding difficulties have concentrated on core activities or are spending all their time fundraising, thus limiting the amount of resources aimed at marketing and programs.

The decrease in good UI employment programs has also cut into many special museum project (ah for the days of Job Development Programs that allowed you to hire a supervisor  and provided equipment, programming and training money, not just people looking to top up their weekly wage).

Cheers

Unknown 

5. I enjoy your comments about ‘Knowledge Centres’ for creation or self-creation of new knowledge. The notion harkens back to the origins of the great public museums in Germany where the focal point in a facility was the circular public lecture theatre where discoveries were made and presented, places where knowledge was created (in a time before Curators knew it all).

As to attendance, in 2003, Kamloops Museum experience a 30% increase in attendance compared to 2002 during the summer - before the fires.  During the fires we maintained 100% attendance.  We ended up for the year with a 15% overall increase. All summer, there was no doubt that tourism was down, and we tracked group tours at 64% of 2002, right from the beginning. This followed the pattern reported by motels and other tourism facilities. The fires didn't really change anything. What does it show? Local people were coming out in greatly increased numbers. Tourism really was down, but we were still up 30%. Why were they coming? We have been changing our focus to serving locals better.

A Canada-wide tourism stat study in 2003 reported that museum and gallery attendance was down everywhere. The exceptions were places that reported renovation projects, and there stats were up. In Kamloops, we have been seriously renovating for three years now, and the results are starting to show with a major increase in local attendance.

The Kamloops story illustrates where we should be going anyway, serving our local people first and best. If the place is relevant to locals, if it has local life in it, the tourists will better appreciate it. If we target tourists, locals will stay away, because the places will just be seen as hyped "attractions" - a stupid word applied to our historic sites by the BC Government some time back in an attempt to become "business-like". Our local historic monuments, historic sites and museums are tangible reminders of our place in history that we can see every day as we move about our towns. They remind us of the civic culture to which we belong, why we obey laws and pay taxes and want to be good citizens. They remind us that some individuals did things worth remembering and honouring, inspiring us to do likewise. As public places, we need to visibly honour our local heros (not stupid Bill Miner)!  Vernon, for example, has been doing a great job with its heritage mural program, making history a living part of modern daily life throughout the town.  The murals and the unique local process by which they were created has had a marked effect on local appreciation of both aesthetics and history. Check out Michelle Loughery's web site at: http://www.territory.org/lough.html and read how she does it.   Now there is an example of a modern local hero!

Cuyler Page

Kamloops Museum & Archives
6. Great discussion, here is our situation. Overall, our attendance was up last year and other than a very small dip in 2002, we have been steadily up since 1999. Our increases are also due mainly to local attendance. We have made a concerted effort since 1999 to involve various groups in the community with events and temporary exhibits (which have also increased). For example, our Chinese New Year celebrations that we have done with the Chinese Cultural Society for the last 10 years have gone from about 100 in 1993 to over 800 last week. We are collaborating with 4 other community groups, elementary grade students for a writing contest and our largest local mall for our heritage week events in February. We are in the process of completely redoing our upper gallery and have removed the last of the "storefronts" and are replacing them with 4 layered interpretive areas dealing specifically with Nanaimo history to complete the story of why people came to Nanaimo and what they did to develop the community (which began downstairs with First Nations and coal mining exhibits). We have already had a great response from the community through our research efforts. Removing a couple walls will now allow for a more flexible program and temporary exhibit space to expand and vary the product for our local audience.

Attendance at the Bastion continues to be mostly tourists and our connections with our local DMO are invaluable for growing those numbers. Attendance there has almost doubled over the 6 years we have had responsibility for the site and although it is largely tourist attendance, wedid get over $30,000 in sponsorship from the community last year.

I agree that we have to remain current and connect to the community to grow and survive. Part of this is getting the word out to make sure the community knows what is happening. Many museums still exist in obscurity despite doing all the "right things" with their collections, programming and interpretation. I think if we serve and involve your community first, keep changing and growing and connecting and the tourists will join locals in visiting.
I wanted to post a giant essay on why little museums don't get the same visitor numbers as the larger institutions. However, I think it comes down to this: having grand educational attractions versus displaying -- sometimes even HAVING -- a collection is a great debate among museum professionals right now. It is a scary for collection-oriented folk like myself, because the general trend is focusing more on the need to entertain visitors, often at the cost of maintaining and promoting our objects. In my mind, that jabs at the thought of how we define museums and the museum experience.

Caroline Posynick

Collections Management Consultant, Victoria
7. Food for thought: In Vancouver there is a new development about to open this summer entitled STORYEUM (Pronunciation? - I pronounce it STORY-EUM as that is how it is spelled.) It is being built in Gastown and is aimed at the tourists. It is a multi-million dollar ENTERTAINMENT AND PROFIT MAKING (they hope) depiction of West coast pre-history and history. This same company did the rum-runner tunnels renovation and tours under the City of Moose Jaw in Saskatchewan. 

They do not claim to be a museum. 

Colin Macgregor Stevens

Curator, Burnaby Village Museum
8. Well, I admit, I don't like to think community museums are boring, either... but, I believe that there is a public perception that we are, and, like it or not, we have to address it. Obviously, places like Mission and Kamloops have already taken steps to do this.  Here in Creston, our visitation has remained fairly stable since 1998, and even increased a little bit in 2003 - despite the poor tourism year and that trend away from visiting community museums. While it's tempting for me to congratulate ourselves on bucking the trends, I think it's vitally important to ask ourselves why - so that we can keep doing whatever it is that's keeping people coming through our doors. And, I am sorry to say, it's *not* because we make a point of telling visitors what's unique about our community... something to change for this summer!

When I look back over our stats for the past six years, I can see definite trends: the number of local visitors has increased, and our school and bus group tours have been increasing nicely, while the number of tourists have decreased. We have been, and still are to a certain extent, guilty of the ivory tower, curators-know-it-all syndrome that Cuyler referred to, though we have been making some progress on that over the past couple of years. We have seen an increase in local interest in the Museum, but we do not seem to be able to increase interest among out-of-town visitors - and the local interest has not yet translated into a rush of prospective volunteers and board members. In fact, after six summers of open houses and teas and heritage fairs and new exhibits and all the promotion that goes along with it (and we do get a lot of support from local media), I still meet people who find out where I work and rather shamefacedly admit that they didn't know there was a museum in town!  (Sigh).

But I wonder if, perhaps, the public perception of community museums has to do in part with the fact that many of us do have such low admission prices. If we tell people they can see the community's history for only $2 or a donation or whatever, are we telling them that the community's history is, in fact, only worth a couple of dollars?  Do our visitors know how much time, money, and effort goes into creating those displays, or preserving the artefacts, or even just maintaining the building - or do we just assume that they'll know, somehow, that their admission fee does not actually cover all those expenses? We say that heritage is important, but can we clearly explain *why* it is important to the person who just walked in - or are we just convincing ourselves that they do think it's important, when in fact they only came in because it's there or it's cheap or it's the only thing to do in town? Do our current promotion practices do anything to demonstrate that we are not, as Lee put it, carbon copies of each other, and that, therefore, there must be something new and exciting to see in every community museum?  I know there are a lot of marketing issues surrounding these questions - and marketing is not exactly my area of expertise. But I have a theory - one I confess I'm not brave enough to test - that if we were to address these questions consistently in our marketing, and at the same time put a higher value on ourselves by raising our admission prices to say $5 or so (still a bargain in comparison to the cost of going to a movie, even in little old Creston), we just might be able to convince people that we are, in fact, of value to them and to the community, and that it is a value worth paying for. Are there any comments on that?

I know of several museums that have been able to address these issues, although we have a lot of work to do here in Creston... but thanks to Cliff for the little vote of confidence!

Tammy Hardwick

Manager, Creston & District Museum & Archives
