
   

A Small-Scale Opinion Survey of Non-Museum Visitors
 
at Two University Museums in Hong Kong
 

INTRODUCTION 

In the U.S., there are three types of 
museum visitors, according to Molly 
Hood (1981): frequent visitors, 
occasional visitors and non-museum 
visitors. Frequent visitors are the 
minority of the total population in 
a particular area, although they account 
for a large proportion of the annual 
attendance at museums. Occasional 
visitors go to a museum once or 
twice a year. Though they visit 
museums, they resemble non-museum 
visitors more than they do frequent 
visitors in their values, attitudes 
and expectations (p. 12). 

In the U.K. in the 1990s, the London 
Museums Consultative Committee 
commissioned a mass research effort 
into attitudes toward museums among 
those who did not generally visit 
museums. The research revealed that 
while most non-users had a strong 
interest in the past, they did not feel 
that museums presented the past in 
an interesting and involving way. 
According to the Committee, museums 
had a negative image in the minds of 
occasional and non-museum visitors— 
museums were boring, musty, gloomy 
and stuffy. The atmosphere was likened 
to being in a church or library. Many 
non-users had formulated a negative 
image long ago and, as they had 
not been back to museums, the 
image had not changed (Hooper-
Greenhill, 1994). 

A SMALL STUDY 

In Hong Kong the subjects for museum 
visitor studies have been mainly 
frequent visitors, who represent the 
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minority of the population (Hong Kong 
Development and Strategic Research 
Centre, 1997 & 1998). To gain a 
more comprehensive picture and a 
better understanding of the role of art 
museums in a local context, I included 
the views of non-museum visitors 
in my Ph.D. study. 

Owing to the lack of comprehensive 
sampling data on non-museum visitors, 
I adopted quota sampling for this part 
of my study. (Note: Although visitors 
of public museums are the main sub
jects of my Ph.D. study, I hoped that 
a relatively small-scale survey of non
museum visitors at local university 
museums would provide additional 
insights into my study and a better 
understanding of the educational role 
of museums in a local context. My 
reasons for choosing university 
museums for this part of my 
research were limited resources 
and administrative convenience.) 

I chose as my sample university 
students and staff who had not visited 
their respective university museums 
in the past year. I conducted face-to
face interviews on the campus of the 
University of Hong Kong in the spring 
of 2001. Due to administrative and 
resource constraints, I prepared postal 
questionnaires to collect the opinions 
of university students and staff at the 
Chinese University of Hong Kong. 

OBJECTIVES AND  DESIGN 

I wanted to understand the reason 
people don’t want to visit the university 
museums. Access to museums has long 
been regarded as the main barrier to 

visiting museums (Loomis, 1987). By 
choosing university museums as the 
testing ground and university students 
and staff as sampling units, it was my 
hope that the data may yield reasons 
other than accessibility. 

The sample units chosen were studying 
or working full-time in two local 
universities with their own museums, 
the University of Hong Kong and the 
Chinese University of Hong Kong. 
I excluded part-time students or staff 
because they may not be able to visit 
their respective university museums, 
as they may not be fully aware of 
available university facilities due 
to their temporary stay on the 
university campus. 

I designed two questionnaires to 
collect the opinions of the sample 
units (Appendix 1 was designed for 
interview on campus and Appendix 
2 for mailing). 

The questionnaires were designed 
to learn: 

1) people’s expectation and barriers 
to visiting museums 

2) people’s preference for various 
museum activities 

3) people’s preference for leisure 
time activities and 

4) how the attractiveness of a 
museum visit compares with 
other activities. 

The questions match the above 
objectives: questions 1, 2 and 4 for 
objective 1, questions 3 and 5 for 
objective 2, questions 6 and 8 for 
objective 3, question 7 for objective 4, 
and questions 9 and 10 for collecting 

continued on page 24 
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A Non-Museum Visitor Survey in Hong Kong (continued from page 21) 

general background information of 
sample units. 

Before the implementation of this 
research, I organized a pilot study to 
test the readability of the questionnaires 
and the skills of the interviewers 
conducting this survey. Four local 
university students were invited 
to carry out the pilot study. Their 
techniques and skills as the interview
ers were also tested. Based on their 
feedback I amended the questionnaires. 

RESULTS: ANALYSIS OF
 
RESPONSES
 

Table 1. Demographic characteristics
of respondents 

Age Frequency % of total 

18-25 58 48 

26-32 30 25
 

33-45 27 22
 

46-60 6 5
 

The Art Museum at the Chinese 
University of Hong Kong 

RESULTS: DEMOGRAPHICS TOTAL 121 100 

The duration of this study was two After receiving data from the 
months, from March through April 
2001. A total of 100 face-to-face 

Table 2. Annual visit frequency to
museums by respondents 

questionnaires, a chi-square test was 
applied to test the significance of the 

interviews were conducted on the data collected for individual questions. 
campus of the University of Hong Visits Frequency % of total Only results from the data of questions 
Kong. In addition, 100 questionnaires 0-1 99 82 5 and 7 are statistically significant. 
with self-stamped envelopes were 
sent to different departments of the 
Chinese University of Hong Kong. 
Respondents were asked to return 

2-3 16 13 
4-5 3 2.5 
Above 5 3 2.5 

For question 5, more than half of the 
sample units expressed their interest 
in interactive exhibitions (76%), 
followed by exhibitions on science 

completed questionnaires before a TOTAL 121 100 (72%), modern art (65%), history 
certain date. A total of 21 question (64%) and social issues (62%). 
naires had been collected by the end For question 7, they expressed strong 
of April 2001. Table 3. Education level of respondents interest in outdoor activity or sport 

Among the 121 responses (100 as 
interviews and 21 by post), 40% were 
female and 60% were male. About 
half were between 18 to 25 years old 
(48%) and the age range was from 
18 to 60 (Table 1). Most were non
museum visitors or occasional museum 

Education Frequency % of total 
Level 
Primary 2 1.6 
Secondary 10 8.2 
University 50 41 
Above University 59 49.2 

(83%), followed by reading (75%), 
watching TV or karaoke (61%), 
concert or performance (59%), when 
compared to museum visit except 
religious activities (24%). The 
implications behind these findings 
will be further explored in the 
discussion section. Tables 5 to 10 

visitors. For most, the frequency of 
museum visits in one year was from 0 

TOTAL 121 100 are the results of the other questions. 

to 1 (Table 2). Moreover, the average For question 1 (Table 5), I found that 
education level of the sample was Table 4. Occupation of respondents the most common reasons for not 
university level, which is the target 
level of general museum visitors set Occupations Frequency % of total 

visiting university museums were 
‘don’t know its location and programs’ 

by both the University Museum and Student 52 43 (28%), ‘no time’ (27.1%) and ‘no 
Art Gallery of the University of Hong Teacher 14 11 interest’ (25.8%). Such findings may 
Kong and the Art Museum of the 
Chinese University of Hong Kong 
(Table 3). About half of the respondents 

Executive 23 19 
Professional 25 20 

reflect the inadequacy of publicity of 
university museums or irrelevance of 
museum activities to respondents’ 

were students and teachers (54%); Others 7 7 personal interests. The researcher 
the others executives and professionals TOTAL 121 100 observed that ‘no time’ is always used 
(Table 4). 
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reported ‘don’t know’ in the provision of educational activities 
Table 5. Reasons for not visiting 
university museums 

Reason Frequency % of total 

Don’t know 43 28 
its location/ 
programs 

No time 41 27.1 

No interest 39 25.8 

Inaccessibility 10 6.6 

No publicity 8 5.3 

Not attractive 7 4.6 

Irrelevance 3 2.6 

TOTAL 151 100
 

Table 6. Image of museums 

Image Frequency  % of total attractive factors for visiting university relaxation (20%). This finding revealed 
Place for artifacts 44 30.3 museums (Table 7), thematic exhibi that the university museum, like other 
Cultural/historical/
artistic/academic
place 

37 25.5 tions registered the highest interest 
levels (44.5%), followed by the 

public museums, is considered as a 
place of learning and its educational 

Silent place 15 10.3 

Beautiful/nice place 14 9.6 Table 7. Attractive factors 
Full of images 13 8.9 

Boring 

For noble/rich 

For exhibitions 

9 

3 

3 

6.2 

2 

2 

Factors 

Different types of thematic exhibitions 

More educational activities such as topics by
known experts 

Frequency 

65 

17 

% of total 

44.5 

11.6 

Old building 3 2 Relevance to personal interest 17 11.6 

Funny place 2 1.6 More interactive activities such as workshop
and demonstration 

17 11.6 

No ideas 2 1.6 More publicity 11 7.5 
TOTAL 145 100 Valuable artifacts displayed 6 4.1 

Guided tour service 3 2 

as an excuse for low incentives towards 
Video/film show 2 1.3 

museum activities. As indicated in More facilities 2 1.3 
Table 5, ‘no publicity’ registered Others 6 4.5 
5.3% only and this finding implied 
that respondents did not pay attention 

TOTAL 146 100 

to ‘unattractive’ activities and thus 

continued on page 26 
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questionnaire. 

According to the findings for question 
2 (Table 6), the images of university 
museums projected by respondents, 
such as ‘place for artifact’ (30.3%) 
and ‘cultural/historical/artistic/academic 
place’ (25.5%), are not very negative. 
The atmosphere described was 
likened to being in a church or library: 
beautiful, silent and boring to some 
extent. Such findings are similar to 
the mass observation commissioned by 
the London Museum Consultative 
Committee in 1987 (Hooper-Greenhill, 
1994). In fact, many non-museum 
visitors have formulated such 
unattractive images for museums 
long ago and thus are reluctant to 
visit museums at all. 

On the other hand, amongst the various 

(11.6%), relevance to personal interest 
(11.6%) and more interactive activities 
(11.6%). Indeed, the exhibits inside 
the two university museums are very 
static and seem unchanged for a long 
time. Topics of different exhibitions 
are very similar and focus mainly on 
traditional Chinese fine art. Without 
sufficient consideration to the diverse 
background and interest of their 
students and staff, it is not surprising 
that the respondents considered 
‘different types of thematic exhibitions’ 
as the most attractive factor for visiting 
university museums. 

For question 4 (Table 8), when the 
respondents decided to visit the 
university museums, 42.3% said they 
expected a learning experience, 
followed by a chance to see something 
different (23%) and entertainment or 



   

A Non-Museum Visitor Survey in Hong Kong (continued from page 23) 

Table 8. Expectations 

Expectations Frequency % of total 

Learning
experience 

64 42.3 

Chance to see 52 23 
something different 

Entertainment/
relaxation 

30 20 

Creative ideas 5 14.7 

TOTAL 151 100 

Table 9. Leisure time activities 

Activity Frequency % of total 

Exercise/sport 70 22 

TV/movie 68 21.4 

Reading 51 16 

Singing/music 39 12.4 

Computer 26 8.2 

Traveling 20 6.3 

Exhibiton/
performance 

13 4 

Shopping 9 2.8 

Meeting friends 6 1.8 

Eating 4 1.2 

Sleeping 4 1.2 

Others 8 2.9 

TOTAL 318 100 

University Museum and Art Gallery at the University of Hong Kong 

potentials therefore could be further 
explored. In fact, learning experiences 
would not come naturally by just 
visiting a museum; it involves a wide 
variety of variables, some of which 
relate to the exhibition presentation and 
related education programs, and to 
other factors such as personal interest, 
prior knowledge, etc. 

Table 10. Factors affecting choice of
leisure time activities 

Factors Frequency % of total 

Time 62 26.6 

Personal interest 45 19.3 

Entertainment/
relaxation 

39 16.7 

Money 36 15.5 

Friend/
family interest 

21 9 

Location 16 6.8 

Educational 14 6.1 

TOTAL 233 100 

Last, but not least, the usual leisure 
activities of these respondents (Table 9) 
were sports or exercises (22%), 
watching TV or movies (21.4%), 
reading (16%) and karaoke (12.4%). 
Very few of them (<4%) said they 
would visit museums during leisure 
time. Moreover, amongst those factors 
affecting their choice of leisure time 

activities (Table 10), time (26.6%) was 
the main concern for respondents, fol
lowed by personal interest (19.3%), the 
need for entertainment and relaxation 
(16.7%) and money available (15.5%). 

DISCUSSION 

According to Hood (1981), non
museum visitors account for a large 
proportion of the total population 
and are nearly the opposite of frequent 
visitors in their values, attitudes 
and lifestyles. They are minimally 
interested in learning and the challenge 
of new experiences, and are more 
interested in social interaction and 
entertainment activities (p. 13). 
Additional insights into the reasons 
why people don’t go to museums are 
provided by Loomis (1987). His study 
suggested that the decision not to visit 
museums was influenced less by 
negative images of museums than 
by problems of accessibility and lack 
of communication (p. 120). 
Results are a bit different in this 
small-scale survey. I found that the 
respondents expected a learning 
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experience and a chance to see 
something different rather than just 
entertainment and relaxation if they 
chose to visit university museums. 
They preferred different types of 
thematic exhibitions and educational 
activities, especially those related to 
their personal interests. 

Though a museum visit is not their 
choice of leisure time activities, the 
images of museums projected by 
them are not so negative and the main 
barriers to museum visits are: 1) lack 
of information and time and 2) lack 
of relevance to their personal interests. 
Moreover, lack of communication 
between museums and visitors 
suggested by Loomis (1987) as a 
main barrier to a museum visit is 
also valid in university museums in 
Hong Kong to a certain extent. 

However, more than 70% of the 
respondents expressed their interest 
in interactive exhibitions and 
exhibitions on science (responses to 
question 5). They also expressed 

strong interest in outdoor activity and 
reading (question 7), when compared 
to museum visit. These findings further 
reveal the inadequacy of the university 
museums to cater to the need of their 
target audience. 

With reference to the images projected 
by respondents, the university museum 
was described as place for the people 
with strong interest in culture and 
history, which may not be the interest 
of most students and staff in the two 
local universities. Indeed, without 
sufficient consideration of the leisure 
values and habits of students and staff, 
it is not surprising that the respondents 
gave a very low priority to a museum 
visit as a leisure time activity. 

In this connection, university museums 
in Hong Kong should consider serious
ly their roles in the universities and 
scope of services provided. Adding 
interactive components, such as 
showing the artistic creation process 
through demonstrations or allowing 
the visitors to touch some of the 
exhibits, could help in some ways. 

As I’ve mentioned earlier, people 
expected a learning experience when 
choosing to visit a museum and such an 
experience would not come naturally. 
Learning from a museum involves a 
wide variety of variables, most of 
them related to the background of the 
visitors. Falk & Dierking (1992) 
have approached this concern from 
a visitor’s perspective and have 
conceptualized the museum visit as 
involving the interaction among three 
contexts: personal context, social 
context and physical context (p. 10). 

According to Falk & Dierking (2000), 
all museum learning is contextual and 
involves these three contexts which 
are also the windows through which 
we can view the visitors’ perspective. 
The personal context includes people’s 
interest, motivation and concern, which 
are the most important factors in 
affecting people’s decision of whether 
to visit the museum or not. The social 
context refers to the social encounter 
expected during a museum visit, 
whether such a visit is rewarding or not 
depends on social interactions with 
others. Lastly, the physical context 
refers to the architecture and thus the 
feeling about the building, as well as 
the artifacts contained within (p. 42). 

As the respondents in this research are 
mainly university students and staff, 
their opinions can provide insights to 
university museums as this audience 
has long been regarded by museums 
as visitors of high potential. In fact, 
to attract non-museum visitors, local 
university museums should make 
reference to the implications of the 
above-mentioned three contexts in 
formulating their missions and scope 
of services. 

University Museum and Art Gallery at the University of Hong Kong continued on page 28 
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A Non-Museum Visitor Survey in Hong Kong  (continued from page 25) 

As a museum visit is more than a pure 
social or educational activity, local 
university museums should develop 
educational programs, providing 
extra-curricular or social activities 
for their clients, so they can still 
stand as academic institutions and 
differentiate themselves from the rest 
of the public museums in Hong Kong. 

Last, but not least, based on the 
findings of my previous empirical 
research on artifact study in local 
public art museums (Lam, 2003), 
I found that the presentation of art
works by local university museums 
haven’t taken into consideration 
seriously the background of their 
potential visitors. Often in exhibitions 
too much text is used and it contains 
substantial technical terms that are 
unfamiliar to most visitors. Moreover, 
the potentials for reflection and critical 
thinking haven’t been fully explored. 
Information in exhibitions of local 
university museums is always presented 
as facts without alternative perspectives 
and thus discourages motivation 
to explore and learn more. 

FINAL REMARKS 

This study is a contribution to the 
literature on museum education in 
Hong Kong. The study is extracted 
from my Ph.D. thesis and is important 
for two reasons: 1) museum evaluation 
is a relatively new area of study in 
Asia, particularly in Hong Kong and 
2) this study is the first museum visitor 
survey done on a university population 
in Hong Kong. It is my hope that the 
results of this study could initiate some 
quality research in museum evaluation 
in Hong Kong in the future. 
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APPENDIX 1 
No:_________ 

Questionnaire for the Non-Museum Visitors 
(University Museum & Art Gallery, University of Hong Kong) 

INTRODUCTION 
Dear Sir/Madam, 

I am conducting research on the ‘Evaluation of the Educational Role of Art Museums in Hong Kong’ for my PhD study in the 
University of Hong Kong. I hope that you can give me your views to help in improving the museum services provided by the 
University. Have you visited the museum in your university in the past one year? 

(IF YES - DISCONTINUE THE INTERVIEW; IF NO - GO TO QUESTION 1) 

Thank you very much for your assistance.
 

1) Could you tell me the reasons why you haven’t thought about going to the museum in your university? 

(Please give 2 to 3 reasons) 

(a) 
(b) 
(c) 

2) When you think of ‘museum’, what is the first thing that comes to mind? (e.g. boring, silent etc) 

(a) 
(b) 
(c) 

3) What kinds of things would encourage you to go to the museum in your university more often? 
(e.g. more thematic exhibitions, more educational activities such as lectures, more interactive activities such as workshops etc) 

(a) 
(b) 
(c) 

4) If you visit the museum in your university, what is the thing you expect most to get from that visit? 
(e.g. learning experience, entertainment, a chance to see something different etc) 

(a) 
(b) 
(c) 

5) Here is a list of different exhibitions provided by museum, please put a tick in the appropriate box if you think they are: 

1. Very interesting  2. Interesting 3. Somewhat interesting 
4. Not interesting to you 5. Don’t know/refused to answer/not applicable 

(a) Exhibition focuses on history 
(b) Exhibition focuses on social issues 
(c) Exhibition focuses on contemporary art 
(d) Exhibition focuses on science & nature 
(e) Exhibition that allows visitors to participate
 

Can you think of anything else that would be very interesting?
 

1 2 3 4 5 

A 

B 

C 

D 

E 

continued on page 30 

Spring 2004 Volume VII Issue I Visitor Studies Today 29 



   

  

  

Questionnaire for Non-Museum Visitors (continued from page 27) 

QUESTIONS ABOUT YOUR LEISURE ACTIVITIES 
6) What are the top three activities you do during your leisure time? 

(a) 
(b) 
(c) 

7) Here is a list of leisure activities, please put a tick in the appropriate box which activities you feel are: 

1. Very appealing 2. Appealing 3. Somewhat appealing 
4. Not appealing to you, compared to museum visit 
5. Don’t know/refused to answer/not applicable 

(a) Watching TV or Karaoke 
(b) Reading books or magazines 
(c) Outdoor activities or sports 
(d) Going to concerts or performance 

1 2 3 4 5 

A 

B 

C 

D 

E 

(e) Going to religious activities
 

Can you think of anything else that would be very appealing to you as a leisure time activity? 


8) When you are thinking about how to spend your leisure time, what are the three most important things you consider? 
(e.g. whether the activity is educational or entertaining, availability of time, cost of activity etc) 
(a) 
(b) 
(c) 

9) Besides the university museum, have you visited the other local museums? YES______ NO______ 
If yes, how many times of visit in one year? What types of museums are they? 

(a) Time of visit in one year____________________________________________________________________________________ 
(b) Last Date of museum visit_________________________ (c) Types of museums_____________________________________ 

10) PERSONAL INFORMATION 

(a) Education level: 
(b) Sex: Male / Female 
(c) Age: 18-25 
(d) Occupation: student 

Primary Se

26-32 
teacher 

condary Tertiary 

33-45 
executive 

46-60 
other 

University or above 

above 60 

(e) Date:______________________________ 

THANK YOU VERY MUCH FOR YOUR ASSISTANCE! 
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APPENDIX 2 
No:_________ 

Questionnaire for the Non-Museum Visitors 
(The Art Museum, Chinese University of Hong Kong) 

INTRODUCTION 
Dear Sir/Madam, 

I am conducting research on the ‘Evaluation of the Educational Role of Art Museums in Hong Kong’ for my PhD study 
in the University of Hong Kong. Your name was randomly selected from the staff list of the Chinese University of Hong Kong. 
if you haven’t visited the Art Museum in your university in the past one year, I would like to invite you to complete this 
questionnaire and return to me in the attached self-stamped envelope on or before April 1, 2001. I would appreciate your 
thoughtful completion of all items. 

Thank you very much for your assistance. 

1) Could you tell me the reasons why you haven’t thought about going to the museum in your university? 
(Please give 2 to 3 reasons) 

(a) 
(b) 
(c) 

2) When you think of ‘museum’, what is the first thing that comes to mind? (e.g. boring, silent etc) 

(a) 
(b) 
(c) 

3) What kinds of things would encourage you to go to the museum in your university more often?  
(e.g. more thematic exhibitions, more educational activities such as lectures, more interactive activities such as workshops etc) 

(a) 
(b) 
(c) 

4) If you visit the museum in your university, what is the thing you expect most to get from that visit? 
(e.g. learning experience, entertainment, a chance to see something different etc) 

(a) 
(b) 
(c) 

5) Here is a list of different exhibitions provided by museum, please put a tick in the appropriate box if you think they are: 

1. Very interesting  2. Interesting 3. Somewhat interesting 4. Not interesting to you 
5. Don’t know/refused to answer/not applicable) 

(a) Exhibition focuses on history 
(b) Exhibition focuses on social issues 
(c) Exhibition focuses on contemporary art 
(d) Exhibition focuses on science & nature 
(e) Exhibition that allows visitors to participate 

1 2 3 4 5 

A 

B 

C 

D 

E 
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Questionnaire for Non-Museum Visitors (continued from page 29) 

Can you think of anything else that would be very interesting? 

QUESTIONS ABOUT YOUR LEISURE ACTIVITIES 
6) What are the top three activities you do during your leisure time? 

(a) 

(b) 

(c) 

7) Here is a list of leisure activities, please put a tick in the appropriate box which activities you feel are: 
1. Very appealing  2. Appealing  3. Somewhat appealing 
4. Not appealing to you, compared to museum visit 
5. Don’t know/refused to answer/not applicable 
(a) Watching TV or Karaoke 
(b) Reading books or magazines 
(c) Outdoor activities or sports 
(d) Going to concerts or performance 
(e) Going to religious activities 

1 2 3 4 5 

A 

B 

C 

D 

E 

Can you think of anything else that would be very appealing to you as a leisure time activity? 

8) When you are thinking about how to spend your leisure time, what are the three most important things you consider? 
(e.g. whether the activity is educational or entertaining, availability of time, cost of activity etc) 

(a) 

(b) 

(c) 

9) Besides the university museum, have you visited the other local museums? (YES/NO) 
If yes, how many times of visit in one year? What types of museums are they? 

(a) Time of visit in one year: 

(b) Last Date of museum visit: 

(c) Types of museums: 

10) Personal information: 
(a) Education level: Primary / Secondary/ Tertiary / University or above 
(b) Sex: Male / Female 
(c) Age: 18-25/26-32/33-45/46-60/above 60 
(d) Occupation: student/teacher/executive/other 
(e) Date: 

THANK YOU VERY MUCH FOR YOUR ASSISTANCE! 
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