
Exhibition of worth: 
evaluating the socio-cultural 
impact of museums
The pressure to measure the impact of the cultural sector has grown 
significantly during the past two decades. Museums are an obvious case 
in point, not least given their prevalence and popularity, but stakeholders 
– funders, governing bodies, museologists, practitioners – have so far 
conspicuously failed to reach a consensus on how the exercise might be 
most effectively carried out.

A study by the University of Exeter’s Centre for Sport, Leisure and Tourism 
could help solve this enduring problem. Novel research with Exeter’s Royal 
Albert Memorial Museum is seeking to address the shortcomings of previous 
attempts to evaluate the impact of the museum service and to deliver findings 
that could ultimately provide performance indicators and practical guidance for 
the sector as a whole.

www.exeter.ac.uk/slt/ourresearch

Overview
Why do we visit museums? Are we proud to 
support them or embarrassed to be seen in them? 
Do we regard them as offering value for money 
or as a waste of public funds? Do we know more 
about those we have encountered on holiday than 
those that stand within a few miles of our homes? 
Do we expect to be amazed, entertained and 
educated or are we simply seeking shelter on a 
rainy day?

From 2007 to 2011, with funding from Exeter 
City Council, the Heritage Lottery Fund and other 
sources, Exeter’s Royal Albert Memorial Museum 
(RAMM) underwent a major redevelopment. This 
provided a rare chance to examine a museum’s 
impact on its surrounding community before 
and after reopening, so potentially developing an 
especially detailed picture of the institution’s value to 
the people who use it and live near it.

Recognising this opportunity, the University of 
Exeter launched a study that aims not to assess 
a single programme, project or exhibition but 

rather to make a considered and comprehensive 
assessment of RAMM’s socio-cultural impact as a 
whole. This in-depth approach involves two large-
scale surveys – one in winter 2011, one in spring 
2012 – and a series of follow-up interviews, which 
will be conducted in summer 2012.

Of course, the notion of socio-cultural impact is 
broad. It might relate to emotional connections 
to objects from the past or an appreciation of our 
heritage. It might include the museum’s role as a 
source of local pride. It might even be founded on 
fond memories of childhood visits. Accordingly, 
the surveys that form the quantitative element of 
the study have been designed to cover individual 
motivations, community experiences and the 
overarching social policies and goals of culture 
(for example, Art Council England’s 10-year 
framework). It is hoped the findings will reveal both 
what the members of the community desire from 
RAMM and what they feel it actually delivers – 
measures that go far beyond the shallow metric  
of mere attendance figures.

KEY FACTS
• The pressure to measure the impact 

of the cultural sector, including 
museums, has grown significantly 
during the past 20 years.

• A consensus on how this might be 
most effectively achieved remains 
elusive.

• Novel research by the University of 
Exeter is aiming to address this issue 
by investigating the socio-cultural 
impact of the city’s Royal Albert 
Memorial Museum (RAMM).

• RAMM recently underwent a major 
redevelopment, which provides a 
rare chance to develop an especially 
detailed picture of the museum’s 
value to the people who use it and 
live near it.

• The study hopes to deliver findings 
that could ultimately provide 
performance indicators and practical 
guidance for the museum sector as 
a whole.
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Comments and implications
“Like anyone who has worked in them, I really 

like the idea that museums are good and benefit 

people,” says PhD researcher and ESRC CASE 

studentship award holder Fiona Hutchison.

“But the sector has a tendency to focus on talking 

about itself only in a positive way. We’ve got to 

talk about the problems as well. We’ve got to 

start asking difficult questions.”

Hutchison traced the academic and practical 

issues surrounding the examination of impact 

before attempting to formulate her research, 

mapping relevant material including theoretical 

pieces, consultancy reports, policy documents 

and work in the field of visitor studies.

She explains: “There’s continuing debate 

over a number of issues – which impacts are 

desirable for museums to achieve, the relative 

value of impacts on the individual visitor on 

the surrounding community, the methods used 

to identify the necessary metrics… I decided 

my task of evidencing impact in the cultural 

sector should be upfront about the surrounding 

controversy from the outset and then make 

informed and transparent choices.

I concluded a major failing of the available 

material was a real lack of transparency 

surrounding the details of the methodologies 

used. Our work should go some way to rectifying 

this by conducting in-depth research that not  

only employs empirical techniques but is open 

about their operation.”

Many previous studies have concentrated 

almost exclusively on quantitative research. 

By contrast, Hutchison’s search for qualitative 

evidence has been exhaustive. “I’ve already 

visited a thousand homes in the area around 

the museum,” she says. “We need to get to the 

bottom of what people think rather than simply 

looking at attendance figures.

The aim is to produce strong findings that will  

be of interest to the whole sector and to create  

a toolkit that outlines the main issues considered, 

the advantages and shortcomings of the 

methodological decisions, the lessons learnt and 

general guidance on how to evidence impact.  

The ultimate hope is to identify indicators that 

can be adopted for performance management 

and improvement by museums across the 

country.” 

“This research will help our forward planning and 

give us the metrics through which we can assess 

our relative performance over time,” says Ruth 

Randall, Head of Marketing at RAMM. 

“It will be especially interesting to see whether  

the redeveloped museum produces a positive 

change in the impact people perceive.”

Further Information:
Fiona Hutchison  Email: F.C.Hutchison@exeter.ac.uk

Web: www.exeter.ac.uk/slt/ourresearch
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