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What do you need to think about and do while conducting interviews with museum visitors? Some of the guidelines discussed below are common sense you may naturally follow when talking to a stranger and trying to make them feel comfortable. All of it is critical in making sure that your evaluation is carried out in a reliable manner.

Selecting a Respondent

You need to set consistent criteria for selecting respondents. For example, you may say museum visitors must fit three criteria to be eligible for your study: (1) they must not have completed another interview at the museum that day, (2) they must be over the age of eight, and (3) they must have seen the entire program. These are typical criteria you should keep in mind. If you have more than one data collector in the building, how will you identify visitors that have participated in an interview? (A sticker usually works well.) What is the minimum (and perhaps maximum) of the age range for your target audience? What are your usage requirements? Will you do a cued study in which you invite museum visitors to listen to your program, or do you it to be uncued, i.e., you only approach visitors after they have come to the program on their own and listened to it? Resolve these questions before you start to ensure that all data collection will be done in a consistent, or reliable manner.

Random Sampling

Once you identify your target audience, you should acknowledge that you cannot interview every visitor who is a part of the target audience. Ideally, your goal should be to sample visitors randomly. This ensures that you will eventually have a pool of respondents that reflects the full range of your target visitors and that someone else trying to repeat your study would be able to get a similar range of visitors in the target audience that does not differ significantly from what you found.

A critical reason to use random sampling is that it is human nature to want to approach a visitor who looks friendly, or to avoid a visitor who looks harried. Don’t worry if you feel this way, but you need to use random sampling to keep you from that temptation. If you only chose the visitors who didn’t look harried, it would not represent the true visitor population and it would be difficult for someone else to repeat your study and reliably get a similar sample.

Some good rules of thumb for random sampling: To begin your random sampling, stand where you can clearly see visitors at the program. Draw an imaginary line between you and the program. This line should remain fixed. As visitors turn to leave the program, count off visitors and approach the third eligible visitor who crosses your imaginary line. (The number of visitors you count off may be only two or as much as five if you have low or extremely high visitor numbers. Pick a number and stick with it.) How do you do actually do this? Typically you will see an individual or group watching the program. As they leave the program and cross your imaginary line, count the first eligible individual as number one. The person is only eligible to be counted as number one if she is part of your target audience, e.g., (1) s/he is not identified with a sticker to indicate previous participation in a study; (2) if s/he appears to be in your target age range; and, (3) if s/he has listened to the entire program. Then count off a second eligible person. Finally, you want to approach the next eligible individual that crosses your imaginary line. You should recruit that person whether s/he is alone or part of a group. If you find that you have multiple people walking over your imaginary line at the same time, select the person closest to you as s/he crosses the line. (Or it could be the person that is farthest from you. Just pick a standard, write it down, and stick to it.)

Seeking Permission

To initiate the actual interview, approach your target visitor. 

“Hi, my name is _____ and I am working with the museum to get people’s feedback about this program so that we can improve it. Would you mind answering a few questions? It should take about [how many?] minutes.”

If you are approaching a child under the age of 16 you must get verbal permission from their parent or guardian.

“Hi, my name is _____ and I am working with the museum to get people’s feedback about this program so that we can improve it. Would you mind answering a few questions? It should take about [how many?] minutes. Are you at the museum with an adult today? We need to get permission from them for you to participate.” 

Walk with the child to the adult and explain.

 “Hi, my name is _____ and I am working with the museum to get feedback about a new program. I am talking to people aged [X] and over. If s/he is eligible, would you mind if I interviewed her/him about the program? It should take about [X] minutes.”

Once you have secured permission verbally, you can begin the interview. If the child is not old enough or the parent or guardian does not want the child to participate, thank them for their time.

Refusals

At some point, a visitor may decline to participate in the interview. You never want to push someone to participate, but you may want to clarify why they are declining. Be sure to write the details in a refusal log, which can simply be a sheet of paper with columns to record date, time, your initials, approximate age of respondent, sex, ethnicity (sight-based), and brief reason for refusal. There are typically three reasons why a person might refuse to participate.

Time: “We don’t have much time.” Reply “This should just take about X minutes of your time.” If they still refuse, thank them for their time and record the refusal. Note that time is often a factor when visitors are part of a school or tour group. Even if they have managed to break away for a short period of time to watch a program, they will rarely feel that they have the time to participate in an interview.

Over-interviewed: “I’m tired of interviews.” Reply “I’m sure you get asked to do interviews all the time. This one will help the museum understand how to meet the needs and interests of visitors like you. We’d love to have your input.” If they still refuse, thank them for their time and record the refusal.

Not Me: “My English is not good.” or “I’m not the type you want.” Reply “We’d like to be sure we hear from all of our visitors.” If language is a problem: “I can go over any questions that are not clear.” If they still refuse, thank them for their time and record the refusal. 

Once you start keeping a refusal log, use it to make sure there are no problems with your data collection. Are all data collectors getting frequent refusals? Ask yourself why. Is there an event competing for visitors’ attention? Are you trying to recruit visitors in an awkward location? Are you asking visitors to spend too much time with you? Is only one data collector getting a lot of refusals? Check to make sure the refusals are not coming primarily from only males, or only people of color, or some other group that suggests there may be a bias. Or find out whether the person is ill or just having a rough day. Collecting data while ill or otherwise not feeling good is usually a bad idea; people tend to sense it and may try to avoid you.

Beginning the Interview

In the first moments of the interview you need to do two things: 1) let the visitor know what you want to do: interview them for about [X] minutes to help us improve the museum; and 2) move to a comfortable place to conduct the interview. 

This is the time to physically position the visitor in a good spot for the interview. Make sure you are not blocking an exhibit or walk-through space because this poor positioning may make you and your respondent uncomfortable later in the interview. Feel free to say “Let’s walk over here to be sure we’re out of the way.” Be conscientious of the group dynamics as you physically position yourself for the interview. Some visitors may want to walk along with their group as you conduct the interview or want to be in a certain location so they can see the rest of their group. Frequently other members of the group will want to listen in on the interview or participate. Be as inclusive as possible while still writing down the responses from just one person. Focus on the answers from the respondent.

Conducting the Interviews

Your goal is to make the respondent feel comfortable and still collect all the information that you need. There are many tips to help you do this, such as make eye contact and read the questions at a comfortable pace. Other tips of the trade include:

1. Listening is probably one of the most important skills you need. Concentrate on what the person is saying, not what your next question. Memorize the questions so you do not have to spend much time thinking about them or reading them.

2. Ask probing questions to get detailed information from your respondent. You can do this by simply making reassuring sounds (e.g., uh huh, I see, yes, etc.) or by saying things like, “Tell me more about that” or “What do you mean by that?” or “Can you give me an example of that?”
3. Be careful not to talk too much or try to “teach.” As an interviewer, your job is not to correct the person if they give inaccurate information. Your job is to understand how this person is thinking about a concept or an experience. Sometimes if you just pause and give the person time to gather his/her thoughts you will learn a lot. 

4. You may want to repeat the person’s response, or summarize his/her response, to prompt them to carry on. For example, “So, let me just make sure I understand what you are saying….” This also slows things down, giving you more time to write.

5. Do not feel that you are imposing on the visitors’ time. They will sense that and feel that you are an imposition.

6. Do follow the wording and order of the interview questions. This is the only way to gather reliable data.

Recording Data from the Interview

Do not be shy about telling visitors that you want to get down every word they say. It often helps to repeat what the visitor has said back to him or her to provide time for you to write and to be sure you have heard everything correctly. You may want to tell people at the outset that you need to write down what they are saying, and so it may take a second before you can respond to them. People are usually quite understanding and accommodating when you tell them this. It is important that you are as detailed as possible. It is critical to record people’s responses in their own words, not in your paraphrased words.

You may also want to develop a good short-hand system that works for you. Then, once you are done with the interview you can review your notes, turning your short hand into complete sentences that someone else can read. Do this immediately after completing the interview or you may lose data as your memory fades. Take as much time as you need.

Beware of pronouns. When your respondent said “it” or “they” in the midst of the interview you may have felt confident you knew what s/he was referring to. You may not feel so confident a day or week later. When reviewing your data after the interview look for unspecific pronouns and indicate in bracketed text what s/he was referring to.

The person entering and analyzing this data will need to be able to read what you write, and to understand what you write in relation to the original interview question. Take the necessary time at the end of each interview to go over what you have written, make sure it reflects the visitor’s own words, and confirm your writing is legible.

Completing the Interview 

When you finish the interview, be sure to thank the person for their time. The sign of a good interview is when the person you talked to enjoyed the experience as much as you did, and thanks you for taking the time to gather their feedback!  People often ask what you plan to do with the information you are collecting.  Feel free to tell them that their feedback helps the museum measure the success of what they have created and make future programs even better!

It is also nice if you can give the visitor a small token of appreciation for their time.  This can be something small, such as a souvenir from the museum. 

If you are doing more than one study in the museum, you may want to give visitors a sticker to place on their shirt.  This alerts others doing surveys that the visitor has already participated in a study and not to approach them again.  It is also important to give stickers to people who decline to be interviewed so they won’t be asked again. Round stickers that you can find at an office supply store work well.
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