
   

DOES CUEING VISITORS SIGNIFICANTLY INCREASE THE
 

AMOUNT OF TIME THEY SPEND IN A MUSEUM EXHIBITION?
 
by Beverly Serrell 

First, what do we mean by “cueing visitors”? Exhibit 
evaluators often survey museum visitors about their reac
tions to exhibits.  When an exhibit evaluator recruits a 
visitor to be a subject in an evaluation study before the 
visitor has seen an exhibit, the subject has been “cued” 
that he or she will be asked questions after looking at the 
exhibit.  If the evaluator asks visitors questions about an 
exhibit without recruiting them beforehand, the visitors 
were not cued (i.e., uncued or noncued visitors). 

In many evaluation studies, the amount of time a visi
tor spends at an exhibit element or in the whole exhibition 
is assumed to be related to and indicative of such factors 
as the visitor’s motivation, interest, or degree of engage
ment. Cueing visitors is thought to increase the amount of 
time visitors will naturally spend in 
an exhibition because they will be 
more motivated to pay attention in an
ticipation of being asked questions 
about it. 

This study examines data from 13 
exhibitions, ranging in size, topic, ex
hibit techniques, and type of institu
tion (Figure 1, page 5).  All were free 
with museum admission (no special 
ticket required), and they represent a 
mix of permanent, temporary, and 
traveling installations. 

Most of the exhibitions (marked in Figure 1 with an x) 
were part of the database previously published in Paying 
Attention: Visitors and Museum Exhibitions, a study of 
visitors’ time in exhibitions (Serrell 1998). From track
ing-and-timing data gathered unobtrusively from a ran
dom sample of uncued visitors in 110 different exhibi
tions, average total times were described and used to cal
culate a time-per-square-feet figure for comparisons be
tween exhibitions of different sizes. Paying Attention 
showed that the average total amount of time spent by 
visitors was less than 20 minutes in the majority of the 
exhibitions, regardless of the size or topic. 

Methods 
In the current study’s 13 cases, another randomly se

lected sample of visitors was cued before looking at the 
exhibition and asked to fill out an open-ended question

“What is it about 20 minutes? 
I believe many museum 

visitors have an internal time 
limit of about 20 minutes to 

spend in a normal 
exhibition.” 

naire afterwards. These visitors were not tracked.  Evalu
ators noted the time of day at recruitment, along with the 
time when each visitor was finished looking and ready 
for the questionnaire. The elapsed time constituted the 
total time spent in an exhibition.  Sample sizes ranged 
from 27 to 85. From these samples, the average total times 
were calculated.  With two sets of data from the same ex
hibitions, we could compare the average times spent by 
uncued and cued visitors. 

Findings 
In 12 of the 13 cases, cued visitors spent more time 

than uncued visitors (Figure 2, page 6). 
In 10 of the 13 cases, the amount of time spent by 

cued visitors was significantly differ
ent from that of uncued visitors (sta
tistically calculated in an unpaired, 
two-tailed t-test, where p= less than 
.01—see Figure 3, page 6). In these 
cases, the average total time spent by 
cued visitors was 24% to 100% higher 
than that of uncued visitors.  The per
centage differences did not appear to 
correlate with exhibition variables 
such as size, number of elements, or 
topic. (See Discussion below for an 
interpretation of the two highest per

centage differences, those of Darkened Waters and Mes
sages.) 

In three cases, there was no significant difference, in
cluding one where the cued visitors actually spent less 
time in the exhibition.  In all three instances, the average 
time spent by uncued visitors was 20 minutes or more. 

Discussion 
When the average time that uncued visitors spent in 

the exhibition was less than 20 minutes, cuing increased 
the amount of time by 24% to 100%. I believe that such 
increases were due in large part to a side effect of cuing: 
visitors’heightened awareness of what the exhibition con
sisted of (topic, elements, boundaries). That is, visitors’ 
physical and conceptual orientation to the exhibition had 
been improved, giving them a better sense of readiness to 

(continued on next page) 
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deal with it in an attentive way. 
A significant increase also might mean that the exhi

bition was not sufficiently engaging to hold uncued visi
tors’ attention for very long, or there were fewer self-mo
tivated visitors, but cuing by the evaluator provided an 
extrinsic motivation that prompted them to spend more 
time. 

In two exhibitions (Darkened Waters and Messages 
from the Wilderness) the extremely 
high percentage of difference between 
cued and uncued visitors can probably 
be explained by the way visitors were 
recruited. These exhibitions were 
evaluated in the early 1990s. At that 
time, we actually asked visitors to 
spend “a little more time than usual” 
(DW) or “at least 10 minutes” (Mess) 
because we wanted to artificially cre
ate a sample of “more interested view
ers” to get feedback from people who 
had paid attention to many of the exhibits rather than those 
who had only breezed through. After seeing that this re
quest practically doubled the amount of time that visitors 
spent, we altered the instructions to “spend as much or as 
little time as you wish.” That way, the sample would not 
be overly motivated and completely unrepresentative of 
the proportions of longer-time visitors that might be found 

“Evaluators reporting on 
information gathered under 

cued conditions should 
always state what their 

assumptions are about cued 
data and whether the data 

can be generalized to uncued 
visitors.” 

in a casual, uncued audience. 
When the average time spent by uncued visitors was 

20 minutes or more, other factors were at work. Appar
ently when uncued visitors were naturally spending a rela
tively long time, cuing did not have an effect. 

What is it about 20 minutes? I believe many museum 
visitors have an internal time limit of about 20 minutes to 
spend in a normal exhibition (i.e., no special admission 

fee, not a hyped blockbuster, not an 
exceptionally large exhibition), espe
cially in museums that offer several 
or many different choices of exhibi
tions to visit. In the case of Memory 
at the Exploratorium, the average 
tracked (uncued) time was 24 min
utes, and cued visitors actually spent 
less (but not significantly less) time. 
Perhaps at the Exploratorium visitors 
thought that the questionnaire would 
take a long time, and they wanted to 

have enough time to do it and still see more of the other 
600+ exhibit elements in the building. 

Conclusions and recommendations 
Does cuing visitors significantly increase the amount 

of time they spend in a museum exhibition?  Yes and no. 
(continued on next page) 

From their diorama case in Field 
Museum’s Messages from the 
Wilderness exhibition, an 
intergenerational family group of 
three moose watch visitors. 
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When visitors who were not cued spent an average of less 
than 20 minutes total time in the exhibition, cuing in
creased time spent. If the average time spent by uncued 
visitors was greater than 20 minutes, then cuing did not 
have an effect. 

So what’s an evaluator to do? Since no single variable 
can predict the average total time visitors will spend, the 
only way to know for sure if cuing will make a difference 
is to measure it: Do both uncued and cued timings of visi
tors in the exhibition. If a systematic tracking study is not 
feasible, at least a small exploratory sample (n=25) will 
help suggest whether the audience is generally over or 
under the 20-minute threshold. Either way, evaluators re
porting on information gathered under cued conditions 
should always state what their assumptions are about cued 
data and whether the data can be generalized to uncued 
visitors. 
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Figure 1.
 
List of institution name, exhibition name (some are abbreviated), installation type, size in square feet, number of
 

elements, and whether it was part of the Paying Attention study (x = yes).
 
Listed in order of exhibition size from largest to smallest (square feet).
 

Institution Exhibition name Instal. Sq.ft. #ele in PA 
Michigan Historical Society Motor City Perm 8000 64 x 
Mus. of Sci. & Industry (Chicago) Whodunnit Trav 6000 40 x 
Field Museum Messages from the Wilderness Perm 5600 26 x 
Maryland Science Center Women’s Health Trav 4500 51 
Kalamazoo Valley Museum On the Trail of History Perm 4500 42 x 
Exploratorium Memory Temp 3750 56 
Shedd Aquarium Frogs Temp 3490 25 x 
Shedd Aquarium White Gator Temp 3490 12 x 
Chicago Children’s Museum Inventing Lab Perm 3000  9 x 
Lindsay Wildlife Museum Animal Eyes Trav 2350 37 
California Mus. Sci. & Industry Molecules in Motion Temp 2000 11 x 
California Mus. Sci. & Industry Hidden Kingdoms Trav 2000 25 x 
Oakland Museum Darkened Waters Trav 2000 17 x 
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Figure 2. 
Average total time for uncued visitors (solid bars) and cued visitors (grey bars) in 13 exhibitions.  Listed in 

order from highest to lowest uncued time. 

Figure 3. 
Average times for uncued (AvT) and cued visitors, 

listed from lowest to highest percentage of difference between the two. 

Exhibit Name Abbrev. AvT Cued %diff Significant? 
Memory Mem 24 20 -17 no 
Frogs Fro 20 22 10 no 
Motor City Mot 27 30 11 no 
Inventing Lab Inv 17 21 24 yes 
Whodunnit Who 18 25 39 yes 
Animal Eyes AE 11 16 45 yes 
Hidden Kingdoms HK 11 16 45 yes 
Molecules in Motion Mol 10 15 50 yes 
Women’s Health WH 14 22 57 yes 
White Gator WG 6 10 67 yes 
On the Trail of History Tra 18 32 78 yes 
Messages Mess 9 17 89 yes 
Darkened Waters DW 13 26 100 yes 
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