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This report provides a summative 
evaluation of Indigenous Australia: 
enduring civilisation. 

Morris Hargreaves McIntyre 
were specifically commissioned 
to ascertain who attended the 
exhibition, what their motivations 
were to attend, and whether their 
experience matched or exceeded 
expectations.

This evaluation is part of the British 
Museum’s commitment to putting 
visitors at the heart of the Museum 
experience, recognising the need to 
attract and engage visitors in order 
to facilitate outcomes.

Indigenous Australia: enduring civilisation ran in 
Room 35 at the British Museum from  
23 April - 2 August 2015, and aimed to explore 
present day Indigenous Australian society as a 
product of a culture dating back 55,000 years 
- drawing focus in particular to the people’s 
complex spiritual relationship with the natural 
world and an intimate knowledge of carefully 
managed diverse environments. Finally, it explored 
the issues surrounding the impact of the legacy 
left by European colonialism in Australia.

The exhibition received a total of 59,287 visitors.

Methodology

After dialogue with the British Museum, an exit 
survey was designed by MHM that matched the 
objectives listed in the initial brief. 

The sample was made up of 164 completes 
from the full kiosk survey, and a further 7 from 
the web survey - completed by visitors from 
home after the visit.

The fieldwork ran from 9 June to 2 August 2015.
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Exhibition KPI tracker tables
Exhibition outcomes KPI table Indigenous 

Australia: 
enduring 
civilisation

Germany: 
Memories of a 
Nation

Beyond el 
Dorado: power 
and gold in 
ancient Colombia

Grayson Perry: 
the tomb of 
the unknown 
craftsman

Afghanistan: 
Crossroads of the 
Ancient World

Kingdom of Ife: 
Sculptures from 
West Africa

Exhibition dates 23/04/15 - 02/08/15 16/10/14 - 25/01/15 17/10/13 - 23/03/14 06/10/11 -19/02/12 03/03/11 - 03/07/11 04/03/10 - 10/06/10

Average length of visit 63 mins 79 mins 61 mins 70 mins 71 mins 59 mins

Intentional visits to the exhibition 91% 92% 89% 88% 96% 91%

Incidental visits to the exhibition 9% 8% 11% 11% 4% 9%

Background knowledge

Specialist knowledge 11% 22% 7% 13% 4% 12%

General knowledge 64% 69% 65% 51% 58% 53%

Little or no knowledge 25% 11% 28% 35% 37% 35%

Key demographic profile information

London visits 31% 36% 41% 48% 43% 49%

Elsewhere in the UK visits 38% 48% 36% 35% 27% 27%

Overseas visits 31% 16% 23% 17% 30% 24%

Female 57% 55% 60% 62% 52% 64%

Aged under 55 58% 53% 73% 64% 59% 54%

Aged 55 and over 42% 47% 27% 36% 41% 46%

[Base] [164] [791] [897] [177] [143] [157]
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 An unexpected draw for overseas visitors
For a Room 35 exhibition, there was 
an unusually high proportion of 
overseas visitors in attendance - and 
almost one in ten visits by visitors 
were from Australia.

The proposition seemed to have 
been particularly successful at 
attracting visitors aged 16 to 24 - as 
well as those with little or no prior 
knowledge of the subjects covered.

Almost a third of visits were made by 
overseas visitors
Visits made by overseas visitors to Indigenous 
Australia: enduring civilisation accounted for almost 
a third of the audience (31%) - a proportion 
signifi cantly higher than usually recorded at 
shows in Room 35, which have historically tended 
to attract a more London-centric audience. The 
last exhibition in the space with a comparable 
proportion of overseas visitors was Afghanistan: 
crossroads of the ancient world - which recorded 
30% of visits made by overseas visitors.

This proportion of overseas visits is more in 
line with larger exhibitions at the Museum, that 
generally record between a quarter to a third of 
visits as being made by overseas visitors - such as 
the 33% recently recorded for Defi ning Beauty: the 
body in ancient Greek art.

Summer months are likely to have contributed 
to this

This uplift in overseas visits could be due (in part) 
to the timing of the exhibition across the summer 
months, when overseas visits peak -  in 2014/15 
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74% of visits in Q2 were made by overseas visitors, 
in comparison to just 58% in Q3. 

As previously mentioned, the last comparable 
exhibition held in Room 35 in terms of visit profile 
was Afghanistan: crossroads of the ancient world, 
which was also at that time of the year - March 
3 - July 3 2011.

Almost one in ten visits were made by visitors 
travelling from Australia

Almost a third of the visits made by overseas 
visitors were made by those usually residing in 
Australia (31%) - meaning that Australian visitors 
accounted for 10% of all visits. This is more than 
double the Museum average - only 5% of visits 
were made by visitors from Australia in 2014/15.

This mirror the effect recorded at Germany: 
memories of a Nation - where again, 9% of all 
visits were made by visitors who usually resided in 
Germany. 

Less London visitors in attendance

Visits made by London visitors made up a further 
31% of the audience for Indigenous Australia: 
enduring civilisation, which is one of the lowest 
proportions recorded at a Room 35 show - 

significantly lower than that seen for Beyond el 
Dorado: power and gold in ancient Colombia (41% 
London visits) - and lower than for Germany: 
memories of a Nation (36%).

A wide domestic catchment area

Balancing this, the proportion of visits made 
by visitors from the rest of the UK to Indigenous 

Australia: enduring civilisation is one of the highest 
recorded for an exhibition in Room 35, at 38%) 
- coming second only to Germany: memories of 
a Nation (48%) - an exhibition which was more 
similar in visitor profile to larger shows at the 
Museum.
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Ethnic profile similar to previous recorded in 
Room 35

96% of visits to Indigenous Australia: enduring 
civilisation were made by visitors describing 
themselves as of ‘White’ origin, in line with the 
average previously recorded for exhibitions in this 
space.

Over a third of visitors were 60+ 

35% of visits to Indigenous Australia: enduring 
civilisation were made by visitors aged 60 and 
over - although this makes for an overall older 

age profile, it is significantly younger than the 
proportion recorded at Germany: memories of a 
Nation (39% of visits made by visitors aged 60+), 
and significantly older than that seen at Beyond el 
Dorado: power and gold in ancient Colombia (20%).

This proportion is actually fairly standard for a 
Room 35 exhibition - with 30% of visits made by 
those 60+ at Afghanistan: crossroads of the ancient 
world, and 29% at Grayson Perry: the tomb of the 
unknown craftsman - with the two comparator 
exhibitions from the previous paragraph both 
serving as anomalies to either extreme.

Unusually high proportion of 16-24 year olds

In comparison to Germany: memories of a Nation 
there was also a significantly high proportion 
of visits made by visitors aged 16-24- 16% at 
Indigenous Australia: enduring civilisation, in 
comparison to just 8% at the former. 

This is one of the highest proportions of visits 
by visitors in this age group recorded at a paid 
exhibition at the British Museum - there are only a 
couple of recent comparable examples; 
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Indigenous Australia
Germany
Beyond el Dorado

5%

8%

5%

10% 10%

3%

6% 5%
7%

13%

22%

15%

11%
13%

10%

13%
14%15%

7% 6%7%

13%

8%8%

22%

12%

31%

[Base: Indigenous Australia: 301, Germany: 1588, beyond el Dorado: 1770]
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Beyond el Dorado: power and gold in ancient 
Colombia (17%), and Ming: 50 years that changed 
China (13%).

Could have reached out to more families 

Only 6% of visits to Indigenous Australia: enduring 
civilisation were made by family visitors, which is 
a similar proportion to that recorded at Germany: 
memories of a Nation (8%), and significantly lower 
than the proportion recorded at Beyond el Dorado: 
power and gold in ancient Colombia (11%). 

As families were identified as a key secondary 
audience, the proportion of family visits could 
have been higher, with the launch of the new style 
family trail, and the final week of the exhibition 
coinciding with the first week of the summer 
holidays.

10% of visitors were aware that the family trail 
was available, but none of those surveyed chose to 
use it.

For a quarter of visits, visitors arrived 
knowing very little 

Although a quarter of visits (25%) were made by 
visitors claiming to have little or no knowledge 
of the topics covered in Indigenous Australia: 

enduring civilisation, this is actually significantly 
lower than the proportion previously recorded 
at the majority of paid exhibitions in Room 35. 
For example 35% of visits were made by visitors 
with little prior knowledge at both Grayson Perry: 
the tomb of the unknown craftsman and Kingdom 
of Ife: Sculptures from west Africa, and 37% at 
Afghanistan: crossroads of the ancient world. 

But a tenth identified as ‘specialists’

Just over a tenth of the audience were specialists 
(11%), which is similar to a majority of exhibitions 
in the Room 35 space - with the exception of 
Germany: memories of a Nation which recorded 
a large proportion of specialists due to the 
wide listenership of the accompanying Radio 4 
programme.
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Going against the Room 35 trend of ‘specialist’ 
subject matter

This relatively small proportion of visitors with 
specialist knowledge of the exhibition subject 
matter goes against the trend of more ‘specialist’ 
subjects generally recorded at Room 35 exhibitions 
- visitors to Indigenous Australia: enduring 
civilisation were not necessarily familiar with the 
subject matter - a pattern more usually seen at 
the larger exhibitions in the Sainsbury Exhibitions 
Gallery, where the topics covered usually have a 
broader appeal.
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A return to usual frequency after Germany
The exhibition attracted a majority 
of visitors who had previously 
attended the Museum within the 
past 12 months, but fewer than 
seen at Germany: memories of a 
nation. The appeal of a display of art 
objects appeared to draw people 
in, and the exhibition had been a 
reason to visit central London for a 
third of all visitors that day.

Regular visitors were the most common
While almost one fifth (19%) of visits to Indigenous 
Australia: enduring civilisation were made by first 
time visitors, a further half (52%) were made by 
visitors who had previously visited within the past 
twelve months.

This is a return to the ‘normal’ visit history profile 
seen at British Museum paid exhibitions, in 
comparison to Germany: memories of a Nation, 
which recorded a record proportion of regular 
visitors (61%) following the unprecedented success 
of the accompanying show on Radio 4.

A mix of the ancient and contemporary 
appealed

Regular visitors were most likely to have previously 
attended Ice Age Art: arrival of the modern mind 
(26% of regular visitors) at the Museum. This 
suggests that for many repeat visitors, the 
opportunity to see ancient indigenous art objects 

alongside contemporary works was a real draw to 
the exhibition – as was also the appeal for Ice Age 
Art.

Visit frequency 
for visitors to 
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The exhibition was the main reason for their 
trip to central London for a third of visitors

For 33% of visits, Indigenous Australia: enduring 
civilisation was the main reason for the trip to 
central London that day, and it was a major reason 
for a further 9%. Just over a quarter (27%) felt that 
it had been one of several reasons they had visited 
the area that day, meaning that the exhibition was 
part of the draw to central London that day for two 
thirds (69%) of visits. 

Maintaining new intenders

A ‘new intender’ is defined as a first time visitor 
for whom the exhibition was one of the reasons, 
or the main reason, they visited the Museum that 
day. 11% of visits to Indigenous Australia: enduring 
civilisation were made by visitors in this category; 
slightly higher than, but similar to, the proportion 
recorded at both Germany: memories of a Nation 
(8%) and Beyond el Dorado: power and gold in 
ancient Colombia (9%). 

Previous Room 35 exhibitions have recorded 
proportions of new intenders as low as 3% (at 
Kingdom of Ife: Sculptures from west Africa) - 
meaning the current trend of around one in ten 
visitors being a new intender indicates a possible 

increase in awareness of and the appeal of the 
Museum to first time visitors. 

Majority of visitors were non-Members

Just over a fifth of exhibition visitors (22%) were 
British Museum Members. This is similar to the 
proportion recorded at both Germany: memories of 
a Nation (23%) and Beyond el Dorado: power and 
gold in ancient Colombia (26%).
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A narrow range of visitor motivations
When we talk about motivations 
we are referring to the underlying 
drivers for audiences engaging 
with culture: the factors that 
encourage people to attend a place 
like the British Museum based on 
their beliefs about the benefits they 
will get. 

Understanding these motivations 
is crucial to developing audiences, 
informing everything, from how 
the benefits of attending are 
communicated through to how the 
experience is delivered on-site.

Understanding motivations
Having asked thousands of people why they 
engage with heritage, arts and culture and 
what they hope to get from their experiences, 
we have identified four universal drivers: social, 
intellectual, emotional and spiritual. The model 
below shows these drivers and the broad needs of 
the visitors that experience each driver.

These motives make people set off for a visit; as 
they enter they become expectations and as they 
leave they become outcomes. This is why they are 

so important. Being able to measure motives, 
expectations and outcomes can provide deep 
insight into the visitor experience.

Visitors can arrive at a site with any level of 
need, and if those needs are met they will have a 
satisfying visit. It is also possible for visitors to get 
unexpected benefits, or outcomes, from a visit. 
This can shape their future expectations of the 
organisation or site.

Hierarchy of motivation

See a venue as a... Have this driver... And they seek this from a visit 

Church

Spa

Archive

Attraction

Spiritual

Emotional

Intellectual

Social

Creative stimulation and quiet contemplation, a 
place to escape and recharge, food for the soul. 

See fascinating objects in an inspiring setting. 
Ambience, deep sensory & intellectual experience. 

Develop own interest and knowledge, journey of 
discovery, find out new things. 

Enjoyable place to spend time, good facilities and 
services, welcoming staff. 
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Visitors focused on intellectual 
motivations
When asked to express all their motivations for 
visiting the exhibition that day, visitors were most 
likely to pick ‘to improve my own knowledge and 
understanding’ specifi ed as a reason to visit by 
73% of visitors – and ‘to gain a deeper insight into 
the subject’ (specifi ed by 59% of visitors).

Overall 58% of visits were mainly intellectually 
motivated, with 45% specifying their desire ‘to 
improve own knowledge and understanding’ as 
the main reason for their visit that day. Although 
this is a signifi cantly lower proportion to that 
recorded at Germany: memories of a Nation (67%) 
- it is signifi cantly higher than Beyond el Dorado: 
power and gold in ancient Colombia (31%), and 
suggests that visitors came with a specifi c desire 
to learn.

But emotional motivations were also common

Although two specifi cally intellectual drivers were 
the most commonly chosen by visitors, emotional 
drivers are more numerous within the top ten 
motivation statements. Specifi cally, ‘to experience 
awe-inspiring fascinating or beautiful things’ and 

73%

59%

34%

33%

31%

20%

15%

14%

12%

Improve own knowledge 
and understanding

Gain a deeper insight 
into the subject

Personal / academic / 
professional interest in subject

18%

To reflect or contemplate

Experience awe-inspiring 
fascinating / beautiful things

To be moved emotionally

To spend time in a nice place

To stimulate my own creativity
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‘to reflect or contemplate’ ranked highly - with 
34% and 31% of those making visits choosing 
these motivations respectively. 

Overall 34% of visits were made by visitors with 
mainly emotional motivations - a proportion 
significantly higher than recorded at Germany: 
memories of a Nation (24%), but similar to that 
recorded at Beyond el Dorado: power and gold in 
ancient Colombia (36%).

The expectation of an emotionally moving 
narrative was appealing

Although emotional motivations at Indigenous 
Australia: enduring civilisation were mainly in 
relation to the desire to admire beautiful objects 
(34%) - there also appeared to be an expectation 
of a moving narrative, which has been less of a 
driving factor in previous Room 35 exhibitions.

For example, 18% of visitors expected to be moved 
emotionally, and 15% to feel a strong sense 
of personal connection to the subject matter, 
indicating that visitors were aiming to delve 
deeper into the meaning of the content presented, 
beyond simple aesthetic appreciation for the 
objects on display.

Overall, motivations were narrowly focused

Only 6% of visits to Indigenous Australia: enduring 
civilisation were made by visitors who had mainly 
social motivations, and 1% by those who had 
mainly spiritual motivations. Although it is usual 
for these types of motivations to rank lower than 
intellectual or emotional motivations at British 
Museum special exhibitions, these are still 
particularly low scores. 

As so many visitors arrived with little or no prior 
knowledge of the topics covered in the exhibition, 
it is likely that few felt it was a social trip - most 
had decided to invest a little deeper into the 
content of the exhibition.
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 A success for Self developers
We know that visitors to cultural 
venues are far from homogenous. 
And an individual visitor never makes 
the same visit twice: their behaviour 
on-site varies each time they come, 
based on who they’re coming with 
and their reasons for visiting. 

So, at any one time there is a 
massive range of different visits 
happening in cultural venues: 
visitors with diverse needs and 
wants, all responding in different 
ways to the facilities, services and 
programming. 

Visit modes offer a prism through which to 
understand these diverse needs, by grouping 
visitors based on key factors that drive their 
behaviour on a given visit, including their 
motivations for attending, their familiarity with 
the Museum and who they’re visiting with.

Family visitor?

Spiritual / Emotional

No
Motivation?Yes

Intellectual

Specialist?

Yes No First
time

Been
before

Frequency?

Social

School?

No

Yes

Art loversFamilies Experts Self
developers

Repeat 
social 

visitors
SightseersSchools

Map of British Museum visit modes



15 Curating conversations - a summative report of Indigenous Australia: enduring civilisations  August 2015 report 

Majority of the audience were there to 
learn
With such a high number of visitors arriving at 
Indigenous Australia: enduring civilisation with 
a only general prior knowledge of the topics 
covered, coupled with the desire to learn more, 
half of the audience (50%) fell under the Self 
developer visit mode. This is a similar proportion 
to that recorded at Germany: memories of a Nation 
(45%) - but is overall particularly high for a paid 
exhibition at the Museum.

Appealing content for Art lovers

A further third (32%) of visits to the exhibition 
were made by Art lovers - as previously discussed,  
due to the high proportion of visitors arriving at 
the Museum with mainly emotional motivations.  

Narrow range of motivations reflected in the 
visit mode profile

Due to the previously discussed narrow range of 
motivations expressed by visitors to Indigenous 
Australia: enduring civilisation, 82% of visits were 
made by visitors falling in the two previously 
mentioned visit modes. Of the remaining visit 

modes, 7% of visitors were Experts, and 6% 
Families. To reiterate a point discussed earlier 
in this report, the proportion of the latter could 
possibly have been higher. Almost double the 
proportion of Families were recorded at Beyond 
el Dorado: power and gold in ancient Colombia 
- suggesting the exhibition proposition did not 
particularly appeal to families.

Indigenous 
Australia: enduring 

civilisation

6%

8%3

Germany

11%

Beyond el 
Dorado

[Base 164]

[Base 791]

[Base 897]

Families
Art lovers
Experts
Self developers
Repeat social 
Sightseers

4

32%

7%

50%

3

27%

45%

16%

37%

2

38%

8%

1



16 Curating conversations - a summative report of Indigenous Australia: enduring civilisations  August 2015 report 

Low take-up of the multimedia guide
A return to the normal average 
dwell time for a Room 35 exhibition. 

Two multimedia guides were 
used over the course of the 
exhibition - changing over midway 
through. There was a strikingly low 
awareness of the multimedia 
guide, but positive reviews 
recorded by those who had used it.

Dwell time matched targets
On average, visitors spent 63 minutes in 
Indigenous Australia: enduring civilisation - a dwell 
time which although 16 minutes shorter than 
recorded in the space at the previous exhibition, 
Germany: memories of a Nation, was just over the 
target dwell time of 60 minutes. As there were 
some issues with overcrowding at the Germany, 
due to the unexpected popularity of the show, 
this exhibition should be treated as an anomaly, 
and the shorter time spent in Indigenous Australia 
by visitors a return to the norm for a Room 35 
exhibition. 

Self developers were the visit mode most likely 
to have spent the longest time in the exhibition 
- 70 minutes on average - and visitors who had 
previously visited the Museum within the past 12 
months also spent longer (68 minutes on average) 
in the exhibition. 

Relatively high unawareness of the 
multimedia guide

Over a quarter of visitors to Indigenous Australia: 
enduring civilisation were unaware of the 
availability of the multimedia guide - which is 
significantly higher than at previous exhibitions 
in Room 35; for example only 19% of visits to 
Germany: memories of a Nation were made by 
visitors unaware of the multimedia guide. 

Expense acted as a barrier to those who were 
aware

Almost a quarter of visitors (23%) were aware of 
the multimedia guide but chose not to use one 
due to the price. This proportion is significantly 
higher than that recorded at the most recent 
previous exhibitions in Room 35 (16% cited this 
as a reason not to use the multimedia guide at 
Germany: memories of a Nation, and 12% at Beyond 

el Dorado: power and gold in ancient Colombia), 
suggesting that perhaps there was some particular 
reason why audiences at Australia were turned off 
by the multimedia guide offer.  

For many, reading is simply preferable

In order to delve further into perceived barriers 
to use of the multimedia guide, a new question 
was added to the survey for Indigenous Australia: 
enduring civilisation. For this particular exhibition, 

23%

37%
Use of 

multimedia
guide
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the most commonly chosen barrier after price 
was that visitors would simply rather read the 
information available, than listen to it - 46% of 
visitors cited this as a reason against use of the 
multimedia guide. This suggests that there may 
always be a large part of the market who simply 
will not consider the use of a multimedia guide - 
it is a difference in learning style and preference, 
rather than their being actively put off by price. 

Others felt they serve as a distraction or 
interruption

A further 36% of visitors who had not used a 
multimedia guide has chosen not to do so as they 
serve as a distraction, rather than enhancing their 
experience - and another 36% feel they hinder 
their ability to take in the exhibition at their own 
pace. 

But positive reviews from those who had 
chosen to use one 

It is worth noting that for those visitors who had 
chosen to use a multimedia guide, 86% felt it had 
enhanced their experience in some way. 

‘[It] taught me things you can’t gather from a basic 
summary or painting. Helped me read between 
the lines.’ Family, Regular, London

‘It added detail - and made me look closer at the 
exhibits.’ Self developer, First time, Rest of UK

Late night openings continue to be the most 
popular events

Of the accompanying events on offer for Indigenous 
Australia: enduring civilisation, the late night 
exhibition openings had the highest level of 
awareness (42% of visitors). This is in line with 
awareness of the late night openings of Germany: 
memories of a Nation (38%). 

Late night openings were also the most well 
attended events - with 19% of visitors claiming to 
have also actually attended one, as well as being 
aware of them. 

Gallery talks were also well attended 

After late night openings, around a third of 
visitors were also aware of lectures (30%) and 
gallery talks (29%). This awareness translated 
into a relatively high attendance rate - with 17% of 
visitors having attended lectures, and 16% gallery 
talk. Although 14% of visitors had attended an 
accompanying lecture at Germany: memories of 
a Nation, only 6% had attended a gallery talk - 
signifi cantly lower than at Indigenous Australia: 
enduring civilisation.
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Outcomes - comparator tables
Visitor satisfaction comparator table Indigenous Australia: enduring 

civilisation
Germany: Memories of a Nation Beyond el Dorado: power and gold in 

ancient Colombia

Layout / flow of the exhibition

Enhanced 72% 57% 75%

Neither 19% 26% 17%

Detracted 8% 16% 8%

Ambience of the exhibition space

Enhanced 78% 63% 82%

Neither 13% 28% 10%

Detracted 9% 9% 8%

Volume of visitors in the exhibition

Enhanced 64% 28% 49%

Neither 22% 26% 29%

Detracted 14% 46% 22%

Use of digital media (film and audio)

Enhanced 73% - -

Neither 21% - -

Detracted 6% - -

[Base] [164] [791] [897]
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Visitor satisfaction comparator table Indigenous Australia: enduring 
civilisation

Germany: Memories of a Nation Beyond el Dorado: power and gold in 
ancient Colombia

Amount of information available

Satisfied 81% 74% 81%

Neither 7% 18% 13%

Dissatisfied 12% 8% 7%

Tone of information and the language used

Satisfied 82% - -

Neither 7% - -

Dissatisfied 11% - -

Themes / storyline / narrative of the exhibition

Satisfied 78% - -

Neither 8% - -

Dissatisfied 14% - -

Film content*

Satisfied 81% - -

Neither 11% - -

Dissatisfied 7% - -

[Base] [164] [791] [897]

*rating of overall satisfaction with the content (themes, narrative, etc) of all films used throughout the exhibition 
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Visitor satisfaction comparator table Indigenous Australia: enduring 
civilisation

Germany: Memories of a Nation Beyond el Dorado: power and gold in 
ancient Colombia

Overall rating

Excellent 49% 45% 54%

Good 35% 38% 34%

Fair / OK 10% 11% 9%

Poor 4% 3% 2%

Very poor 2% 2% 1%

Propensity to recommend

Definitely will 44% - -

Probably will 29% - -

Possibly will 9% - -

Probably not 11% - -

Definitely not 5% - -

[Base] [164] [791] [897]
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 Unexpected spiritual outcomes for many
Generally, visitors found the 
exhibition encouraged them to 
reflect on and contemplate 
issues they may not have previously 
considered - they praised the 
Museum for their brave handling of 
difficult issues. However, some were 
left feeling dissatisfied with their 
experience.

Many visitors experienced unexpected 
spiritual outcomes
One in ten visitors experienced mainly spiritual 
outcomes - a huge rise from the 1% of visitors who 
had expressed mainly spiritual motivations. 9% 
of visitors had not arrived at the Museum that day 
driven by the desire to refl ect and contemplate, 
but had found the space to do so in the exhibition 
- and 7% felt they unexpectedly escaped or 
recharged their batteries. 

Responses from visitors detailing the main 
messages indicate that many visitors were moved 
to muse upon the fate and lives of Indigenous 
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Used facilities at the museum 

Visited a major attraction in the region

Spent time with other people

Encouraged children’s interest in history

Improved own knowledge

Professional / academic / personal interest in the subject

Gained a deeper insight into the subject

Travelled back in time

Experienced awe and wonder 

Was moved emotionally

Felt a strong sense of personal connection

Escaped or recharged batteries

Stimulated own creativity

Time to reflect or contemplate

Percentage point difference between all motivations and outcomes

[Base 164]



22 Curating conversations - a summative report of Indigenous Australia: enduring civilisations  August 2015 report 

Australian peoples in ways they hadn’t previously 
been:

‘Colonial embarrassment about 
destroying a refined culture.’  
Self developer, Regular, London

‘I have respect for other people in other parts of 
the planet. For their history, culture, difference.’ 

Self developer, Regular, Rest of UK

Intellectual outcomes didn’t quite live up to 
motivations 

Although 42% of visits were made by visitors who 
experienced mainly intellectual outcomes, there 
was still a decline in specific intellectual outcomes 
in comparison to motivations. For example, 73% 
of visits were made by visitors wanting to improve 
their own knowledge and understanding, but only 
60% of visitors felt this was something that they 
had achieved through their visit. 

This discrepancy between motivation and outcome 
suggests that perhaps some visitors felt that the 
exhibition content and interpretation had not 
delivered in the way that they had hoped - and 
that there was perhaps potential to have done 

more to deliver the learning outcomes the visitor 
had hoped for. 

‘[I would have liked] a larger exhibition with 
greater exploration of history, and the present 
experience of aboriginal peoples.’ Art lover, 
Regular, London

The layout / flow of the exhibition

[Base 164]

The ambience of the exhibition space

The volume of visitors in the room

34% 38% 19%

44% 34% 13%

39% 25% 22%
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There was also evidence that many visitors had 
been expecting the exhibition to have slightly 
more in depth information - 60% felt they had 
learnt ‘something’ new about the cultures and 
landscapes of Australia, in comparison to the 26% 
who had learnt ‘a large amount’. 

Emotional outcomes were almost equal to 
intellectual 

40% of visitors experienced mainly emotional 
outcomes, almost equal to the 42% who 
experienced mainly intellectual outcomes. This is 
in line with the previous two exhibitions in Room 
35 - 41% at Beyond el Dorado: power and gold in 
ancient Colombia, 40% at Germany: memories of a 
Nation.

Room 35 is noticeably limited in terms of 
space

Half of visits (50%) were made by visitors who had 
felt that the exhibition was smaller than they had 
been expecting, and 14% felt that the volume of 
visitors had detracted from the experience in some 
way. 

Although it is evident that the smaller size of Room 
35 slightly detracted from the visitor experience, it 

is also worth noting that a higher proportion felt 
that the volume of the visitors detracted from their 
experience at both Germany: memories of a Nation 
(46% detracted), and Beyond el Dorado: power and 

gold in ancient Colombia (22% detracted), than did 
at this exhibition - and that 72% felt the layout / 
flow had enhanced the experience in some way, a 

The amount of information available

The tone of the information and the language used

The themes / storyline / narrative of the exhibition

42% 39% 10%

42% 40%

7%

3
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proportion significantly higher than that recorded 
at Germany (57%). 

‘[I would’ve liked] a larger more expansive space.’ 
Art lover, Regular, London

Interpretation and narrative scored higher 
than more practical elements of the exhibition

Overall, the interpretation and narrative elements 
of the exhibition were rated slightly more 
positively than others by visitors to Indigenous 
Australia: enduring civilisation. For example, 
82% of visitors were satisfied with the tone of 
the information and the language used within 
the exhibition, and 81% were satisfied with the 
amount of information available.

However there was a contingent left 
unsatisfied

For many of the elements of the exhibition, both 
practical and thematic, around 10-15% of visitors 
gave negative ratings. This is one of the largest 
proportions recorded for an exhibition at the 
Museum whilst using this rating system. For 
example, 12% of visits to Indigenous Australia: 
enduring civilisation were made by visitors who 
felt that the amount of information available had 
detracted from their experience in some way in 

comparison to 6% at Beyond el Dorado: power 
and gold in ancient Colombia, and 8% at Germany: 
memories of a Nation. 

Similarly, when comparing the scores as a whole 
for these measures against the exhibition that 
was running at the Museum simultaneously with 
Australia in the Sainsbury Exhibitions Gallery - 
Defining Beauty: the body in ancient Greek art - for 
the latter consistently just 2% of visits rated these 
elements negatively.

Although sample sizes are too small to allow in 
depth interrogation of the data, there is indication 
that Experts were the group that tended to be the 
most critical of the exhibition.

‘Not as many exhibits as I was 
expecting, not as many paintings, 
and significant artists missing.’ Expert, 

Regular, London 

 

Possibly
will

Probably
will

Fair / OK

Excellent

Overall rating 
for Indigenous 

Australia

Propensity to 
recommend

Good

[Base 164]

49%

35%

2

45%

29%

9%

Definitely
will

Probably
not

[Base 164]

10%

4%

11%

5%

Definitely
not



25 Curating conversations - a summative report of Indigenous Australia: enduring civilisations  August 2015 report 

Visitors are more critical of Room 35 
exhibitions

Just under half of visits (49%) were rated 
‘excellent’ overall by visitors - which is a similar 
proportion to that recorded at both Germany: 
memories of a Nation (45%) and Beyond el Dorado: 
power and gold in ancient Colombia (54%). 

A further 35% rated the exhibition as ‘good’ 
- meaning overall, 85% of visits were rated 
positively. Although this is high, the difference 
between overall visitor rating of Room 35 
exhibitions in comparison to those in the 
Sainsbury Exhibitions Gallery is striking. For 
example, 74% of visits to Defining Beauty: the body 
in ancient Greek art were rated as excellent, and 
24% as good - meaning 98% of visits overall were 
rated positively. Again, for Ming: 50 years that 
changed China, although significantly less visits 
were rated as excellent (55%), 94% of visits were 
rated positively overall.

As previously mentioned, limits on space in Room 
35 seem to have consistently had a negative 
impact on visitor experience, suggesting that 
visitors at the Museum generally have a more 
positive experience in the larger exhibition space.

Three quarters of visitors felt they were likely 
to recommend the exhibition to others

Just under half of visitors (45%) felt they would 
definitely recommend a visit to Indigenous 
Australia: enduring civilisation to others, and 
29% felt they probably would. This is a relatively 
positive result - but again, it is worth noting 
that 11% of visits felt they probably wouldn’t 
recommend the exhibition to others, and 5% 
definitely wouldn’t. Specialists were the least likely 
group to recommend the exhibition to others, as 
well as the cohort who were least satisfied with 
the interpretation and information presented. 

Embracing difficult issues was admired
Many visitors found the way the British 
Museum had openly and frankly presented 
issues surrounding the treatment of Indigenous 
Australian people admirable, and felt that it had 
been handled well. 

‘Respect for frankness with which 
British Museum presented these 
issues.’ Art lover, Regular, Overseas

‘Great to see an exhibition dealing with the 
less comfortable issues of indigenous cultural 
histories.’ Self developer, Regular, Rest of UK

‘It was brilliant and unexpected to 
see the effects of colonisation so 
emotively told.’ Art lover, Regular, Rest of UK

‘I thought it was very interesting that it 
acknowledged the troubled history of colonialism 
and the violence towards Aboriginal people.’ Art 

lover, Regular London

‘[I enjoyed] seeing the British Museum 
acknowledge that museums are a double-edged 
sword in this context.’ Art lover, Regular, London

‘[I] didn’t expect interesting information on 
Indigenous peoples’ opinions in a museum.’ Art 
lover, Lapsed, London

Missing human elements for many

Feedback by many visitors for recent exhibitions at 
the British Museum often highlights the desire for 
a more human story - or a better understanding 
of how these peoples lived or do live day-to-day. 
Responses from several visitors to Indigenous 
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Australia: enduring civilisation proved to be no 
exception:

‘Too little information about daily living, did not 
hear about the way of life.’ Self developer, Lapsed, 
Overseas

‘Whilst the artefacts are beautiful and well 
presented, I felt the human element or 
interpretation aids such as seeing people using 
or wearing them are lacking.’ Expert, Regular, 
London

Needed to highlight the present day plight of 
Indigenous Australians 

There were concerns raised by some visitors 
regarding the lack of Indigenous Australian voice 
throughout the exhibition - with some expressing 
the idea that the inclusion of such voices would tie 
the in to past to the current situation in Australia 
more effectively.

‘The message did not convey the current lack of 
action by the Australian government in this area.  
The exhibition needs to highlight this and be 
used as a source of change.’ Art lover, First time, 
Overseas

‘[The] framing does not go far enough 
to present the content as continual.’ Self 
developer,First time, Overseas

‘I wanted more time with the “first or original” 
voices, the artisans, people close to the country 
and not so much time with those influenced and 
in fact changed by western academia.’ Art lover, 
Lapsed, Overseas

‘Could be improved by presenting things from 
indigenous perspective.’ Expert, Lapsed, Overseas

Complexities of colonisation came across well

When asked to detail the main messages they will 
take away from the exhibition, the impact and 
effect of colonialism in Australia struck a chord 
with many - ranging from feelings of injustice to 
respect for the Indigenous Australian people in 
overcoming truly troubled times.

‘The complex and troubled history of colonialism 
the sense of very different cultures and histories.’ 
Art lover, regular, London

‘Injustice to aboriginal people by 
colonisation.’ Art lover, Lapsed, London

‘How consistent and unchanging a culture can be 
even in the face of colonisation.’ Art lover, Regular, 
UK

There is still cause for debate with regards to 
repatriation of objects

Debate surrounding the ownership of the objects 
on display at the Museum appeared to be cause 
for concern for some visitors, who believe strongly  
that they should be returned to their original 
owners. Others simply felt they were now better 
versed in these issues, and fully understood the 
complexities involved in the Museum’s attempting 
to address them adequately.

‘The artefacts were impressive however I am let 
down that some of the objects held here were 
taken [without permission].’ Self developer, First 
time, Rest of UK

‘When will the museum return sacred artefacts? 
Are museums used to reaffirm power?’  
Self developer, First time, Overseas
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‘Aboriginal peoples need to have 
these objects in their own museums.’ 
Self developer, First time, Overseas

‘The complexity [surrounding] museum collections 
and repatriation.’ Self developer, Regular, Rest of 
UK

‘The exhibition is challenging. These 
artefacts should be preserved but 
also they should be returned.’ Art Lover, 

First time, Overseas

‘I feel more engaged with discussions about 
returning colonial art.’ Art lover, First time, 
Overseas
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Executive Summary
One in ten visits were made by 
Australian visitors
A third of visits to the exhibition were made by 
overseas visitors, and one in ten of all visits by 
visitors travelling from Australia. 

This is an unusually high proportion of overseas 
visits for a Room 35 exhibition, and a similar effect 
to that seen at Germany: memories of a Nation, 
with visitors from Germany.

The exhibition appealed to those 
wanting to learn
A quarter of visits were made by visitors with 
little or no prior knowledge of the topics covered 
in the exhibition, and a very small proportion 
of Specialists were in attendance (11%). This 
goes against the usual grain of the visitor types 
who usually attend the generally more ‘niche’ 
exhibitions in Room 35. 

An audience dominated by Self 
developers and Art lovers
A narrow focus on mainly intellectual and 
emotional motivations meant an audience 
dominated by two main visit modes - Art lovers 
and Self developers.

On target average dwell time
Average dwell time was 16 minutes shorter than 
that recorded at the previous exhibition held in 
Room 35 (Germany: memories of a Nation); this 
relates in part to the lower daily visitor numbers 
at Indigenous Australia: enduring civilisation, which 
led to less crowding. 

Visitors are more critical of Room 35 
exhibitions
Overall, visitors to Room 35 exhibitions seem 
more critical than those visiting the Sainsbury 
Exhibitions Gallery, in part due to the limitations 
of the room’s size and the breadth of information 
that can feasibly covered in the space - but 
also due to a larger proportion of specialists in 
attendance, who tend to be more critical.

Reason to reflect and contemplate
A significant proportion of unexpected spiritual 
outcomes were recorded by visitors, with many 
taking the time to reflect on and contemplate 
issues that they had previously not considered - 
such as the impact of colonisation in countries 
such as Australia.

Creating conversations
Praise was given by many visitors for the British 
Museum’s brave handling of difficult issues 
regarding the repatriation of Indigenous Australian 
objects, whilst others felt more critical of the 
approach - feeling that the voice of the Indigenous 
people was missing. 

Whether visitors left feeling positively or 
negatively, they were all in agreement that 
the exhibition had been a catalyst for further 
conversations.
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Research parameters
This study was carried out for the British Museum by 
Morris Hargreaves McIntyre. 

Target group for the research General visitors to the 
Indigenous Australia: enduring civilisation exhibition

Sample size  164 exit surveys and 7 online surveys

Date of fieldwork  9 June - 2 August 2015

Sampling method  Visitors completed a survey on an 
iPad mounted in a kiosk at the exit of the exhibition, 
or emailed the survey home to complete at a later 
date

Data collection method  Kiosk and online surveys

Reliability of findings Based on sample size and 
population, reliability of +/-7.64% at 50%  
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‘It was brilliant and unexpected 
to see the effects of colonisation 
so emotively told.’ 
Art lover, Regular, Rest of UK

‘I feel more engaged with 
discussions about returning 
colonial art.’ 
Art lover, First time, Overseas

Morris Hargreaves McIntyre is an award-
winning creative research consultancy. We 
use consumer insight to help organisations 
transform their relationships with 
audiences.

We are passionate about understanding 
cultural consumers, getting to the heart 
of issues that matter to you and making 
practical recommendations.

All projects are different, but the value 
we add is constant. We measure out 
success by the impact we have on the 
organisations we work with.


