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Abstract: Research into the public is a subject of 
academic investigation, marketing campaigns, and also of 
museologists’s interest. As a result of changes occurring 
in culture, these involving Polish museology as well, 
a closer knowledge of the public’s needs and expectations 
has become today one of the tasks also challenged by 
museums. However, as the initial investigation conducted 
by the National Institute for Museums and Public Collections 
(NIMOZ) in the 2017 research into the public demonstrates, 
rare application of the knowledge of museum visitors has 
seldom translated the results of this research into the 
practical approach of definite institutions. 

Several reasons that make museologists refrain from 
applying the theories used in social sciences to museums can 
be named. Some of them result from the lack of experience, 

others from staff shortages; they, however, impede seeing 
in social research a tool useful for planning changes and for 
opening up to the community. Nevertheless, despite all these 
difficulties it can be observed that promoting the research 
into the public among museologists boosts the impact of the 
theories on their practical approaches in respective museums.  

Sharing with other professionals the examples illustrating 
definite solutions that can be applied in this respect, along 
with the factual support by NIMOZ providing national 
research, trainings, and publications, have gradually and 
effectively been increasing the influence of the knowledge 
of the public on museum’s operating in social life. An 
interesting instance of such a process can be seen in e.g. 
the programme of the research into the public implemented 
by the Józef Piłsudski Museum in Sulejówek. 

Keywords: research into the audience, culture institution’s policy, museums, local community programmes, local 
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Audience Development and Museums
Research into museum audience has in many a case been 
a topic of scientific essays. One of the more interesting ex-
amples of the first regularly conducted works in this re-
spect was the investigation performed by the Sociological 

Research Studio at the National Museum in Cracow already 
in the 1960s.1 Currently, these kinds of topics are less and 
less frequently tackled in single projects by some institu-
tions; neither do they remain merely the restricted domain 
of university circles. As a result of the changes occurring in 
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the ways museums operate,2 which have been taking place 
in Poland over the last years, the conclusion can be reached 
that today research into the audience has become one of 
the tasks also faced by museologists. 

This can be said both of the existing and newly established 
museums, since regardless of the given museum’s 
accomplishments, its collections’ profile, location, or 
activity programme, almost every institution of the kind is 
participating in the process of transforming Polish museums 
as far as their infrastructure modernization, widening of 
the access to their collections, or enhancing their social 
impact are concerned. Therefore more and more frequently, 
on different stages of the changes that are introduced in 
respective institutions, the questions are reiterated as for 
who, when, and why visits this very museum, and how this 
information can be verified. On the other hand, this does 
not go to say that the knowledge of the audience which 
outside companies, researchers, or finally the institution’s 
own employees collect for the given museum is filed in each 
of those organizations in an identical way. The preliminary 
research conducted by the National Institute for Museums 
and Public Collections (NIMOZ) in 2017 as a part of the 
audience research project demonstrates already at the 
pilot stage that practices for conducting this kind of research 
really vary for respective museums.

Newly-established institutions which are only now formu-
lating their research programmes or large museums which 
are sufficiently staffed with individuals boasting appropri-
ate skills often resort to research in order to broaden their 
knowledge of the audience and to identify certain reference 
points for their task design. In such cases, the research pro-
gramme is generally implemented every so often by indi-
viduals from the given museum’s promotion department 
who are also provided assistance by external companies.3 

The situation is entirely different in smaller-scale museums. 
In such institutions whose staff is made up of several or some 
dozen individuals, research is often commissioned to people 
from outside the museum, e.g. scientists interested in the 
topic. Thanks to this the task is implemented by specialists, 
almost exclusively university-based (e.g. Opole University, 
Cracow’s Jagiellonian University, Warsaw University, 
Warsaw’s Maria Grzegorzewska University).4 Regrettably, such 
a solution also has its drawbacks. The fact that the research 
is conducted outside the museum staff may result in it being 
designed more in view of yet another academic study, and 
not of the institution’s particular needs. Thus such a research 
model substantially increases the risk of the task being 
implemented in the form not entirely harmonized with the 
museum’s expectations, often impeding the translation of its 
effects into later activities of the museum staff.  

Another alternative for audience research that is worth 
mentioning can be found in projects implemented exclusively 
with the museum’s own resources. In such attempts, currently 
being the most frequently applied solution,5 respective 
activities stem from the institution’s definite needs. However, 
since the task of implementing such research is often assigned 
to single individuals from the given institution, as part of other 
numerous responsibilities, the investigation is often conducted 
on a much smaller scale, and is generally reduced to the 
essential minimum. It often boils down to collecting statistical 
data for the organizer or the Statistics Poland (GUS).6

Consequently, despite an extremely dynamic transforma-
tion which cultural institutions are undergoing, this includ-
ing museums, the question of a systematic deepening of 
the knowledge of the museum public still remains an open 
issue. It seems particularly urgent today when numerous 
museums have realized the potential hidden in the museum 
audience research, since the topic of audience development 
should not be limited only to large-scale activities imple-
mented almost exclusively by large museums or new institu-
tions, who already at the stage of establishing their cultural 
infrastructure must harmonize the challenges of running the 
project and consolidating their brand with the implementa-
tion of the current programme and working out museum’s 
strategy following its launch.7 However, for audience devel-
opment to become an actual sphere permanently included 
in the activity programme of respective institutions certain 
definite moves have to be made.   

Firstly, the development of the audience research in mu-
seums depends to a large degree on the staff’s prepara-
tion for a systematic data collection. What can be found 
extremely useful in the longstanding process of consolidat-
ing skills in conducting research and creating tools for their 
museum application is the training programme elaborated 
by NIMOZ8 as well as a subsequent publication in the ‘ABC’ 
series dedicated to these very issues.9 Additionally, as an-
other form of support to museologists forced to face the 
topic, the activity of the team implementing the programme 
of research into museum audience in Poland for NIMOZ can 
be pointed out to; it results in publishing reports from sub-
sequent stages of the research containing lots of specific 
information on the audience of different museums.10

Secondly, when promoting the application of social studies 
in shaping programmes and in the management, museums 
may find it useful to become acquainted with the praxis 
of those institutions which do apply in their work effects 
of audience research. An instance of such can be seen in 
the Józef Piłsudski Museum in Sulejówek which already at 
the stage of organizing  its structures decided to combine 
the work on local programmes with the implementation of 
various research within the Museum’s vicinity, 

Practical dimensions of the research. 
The case of the Józef Piłsudski Museum in 
Sulejówek
Initially, the research programme was limited to the works 
within the closest Museum’s vicinity. Its main goal was to 
consolidate the activity within the genius loci, namely the 
‘Milusin’ Manor, which constitutes the main Museum’s 
exhibit, and is the most important symbol of the town. 
Therefore the basic question attempted to be answered 
was: what surrounded the Museum?, what kind of offer 
could be given to the institution’s neighbours?, will it have a 
direct relation with the Museum’s topic? Thanks to several 
investigation walks carried out together with a sociologist 
and an anthropologist from the Association of Creative 
Initiatives ‘ę’, basic assumptions for a many-year programme 
of local activities were worked out. Today, when viewed from 
the perspective of yet other five years, it can be said that 
the majority of the information collected on that occasion 
significantly facilitated the Museum the first steps it took 
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within its closest surroundings, and translated into building 
‘bridges’ between the Museum and its neighbours, between 
‘History’ and local ‘history’, finally between the activities 
on a large national scale and the programme started to be 
implemented first of all with Sulejówek residents in mind.11

In the following years, audience research was far broader 
and double-tracked. On the one hand, it continued in 
the previous direction, namely aiming at deepening the 
knowledge of Sulejówek and its residents. The process of 
gaining this kind of data was conducted in stages over 3 years. 
Thanks to the cooperation with the Maria Grzegorzewska 
University and through the participation in the Investigate 
Culture Programme12 broad-scaled works were completed. 
Some were quantitative research which allowed the 

implementation of several tasks on larger samples during 
big events (survey during the Museum Nights 2015–16, or 
the Marshal Run 2015–16). The remaining research, whose 
goal was to identify more precisely the town, inhabitants, 
and institutions, was conducted with the use of qualitative 
research  (in-depth interviews, focus groups) on much smaller 
samples (6 focus groups in the local environment,13 forty 
individual in-depth interviews with representatives of four 
resident generations: lower-secondary school students, adults 
in their 20s, 40s, and 60s.)

Today it can be said that thanks to these activities not only 
was it possible to confront the initial assumptions of the local 
programmes with the residents’ expectations or deepen the 
knowledge of the Museum’s vicinity. As it turns out, thanks 

1. Visual Museum Experiment, namely the 1st Day of the Neighbour implemented with Sulejówek teenagers and their guests in the garden of the historical 
museum, part of the Why Go to the Museum workshops, Sulejówek 2014 

2. Journalist and editing workshops with the participants of the Here I Am Standing in front of a Queer Tube project, Sulejówek 2017
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to a several-year research programme also material was 
collected which allowed to launch some definite activities 
off the premises while the institution was being established. 
Today, what was created in 2016 on the grounds of a multi- 
-layered social diagnosis, constitutes the foundations for 
the Museum’s cooperation with its two local partners14 and 
residents (Social Archives of Sulejówek), as well as serves as 
grounds for participatory activities (Here I Am Standing in 
front of a Queer Tube Project),15 which continue to prove 
to be the best departure point for the initiatives around the 
Museum (publications,16 programmes for residents,17 actions 
within the town’s space)18 and for the consolidating of the 
local community centred around the Museum. 

This, however, does not go to say that the research 
conducted by the Museum around that time consisted 
only in establishing the network of relations with local 
partners and town residents. Simultaneously, works were 
also conducted to identify the opinion of the potential 
Museum’s audience on Józef Piłsudski, the figure important 
for both Sulejówek residents and individuals elsewhere.19 
Hence the stage of the research implemented as quantity 
survey (paper one) conducted actually on a substantially 
larger sample (sample = 1.193)20 in different regions of 
Poland, as an element complementing the presentation of 
the Museum’s mobile display (sample = 598) and actions 
conducted in secondary schools (sample = 595).  

4. Public opinion poll on Józef Piłsudski in the course of the Olsztyn presentation of the mobile exhibition mounted by the Józef Piłsudski Museum in Sule-
jówek, Olsztyn 2016

3. First urban action with the participants of the Here I Am Standing in front of a Queer Tube project and residents, Sulejówek 2017
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In such a way, thanks to extending the scope of the 
research, data have been collected how different age 
groups perceive Piłsudski, but also certain material has 
been gathered: material allowing to confirm that although 
Piłsudski is regarded an icon of Poland’s independence and 
Poles are proud of him, only few respondents could say 
something more about him. Therefore in further activities, 
particularly within Sulejówek, whose symbol Józef Piłsudski 
is, it was decided to perform many creative situations 
allowing to take a look at him at various angles.

To sum up, the research conducted by the Józef Piłsudski 
Museum in Sulejówek in 2014–16, namely on the local level, 
as well as on the national level, had a particularly positive 
impact on the current Museum’s programme: selection of 
topics, methods and forms of the implementation of some 
tasks, as well as the range of the institution’s activity. This 
gradual collection of data, their consistent consolidation, and 
translation into guidelines for the staff, facilitated the work 
outside the Museum and minimized the costs, allowing in 
this way to implement projects that were complementary.  

Currently, when local programmes have become one 
of the domains of the Museum’s activity, the research 
is continued, constituting an essential reference for 
both the current work and planning. However, since the 
knowledge of the local community and of the potential 
audience living ‘round the corner’ from the Museum has 
been gradually saturated, subsequent tasks in this respect 
are undertaken in new places, becoming an excuse for 
research experiments preparing residents for the new 
institution’s opening. The programme that has been lately 
implemented in such a formula is the research-educational 
project called Multitude of Realities.21

As part of this task the Museum decided to check what 
it meant that for part of the future audience it would be 
a local cultural institution, located not far from where they 
lived. Does that mean that because of this fact it will be 
more or maybe less attractive? Will the closeness of the 
Museum be a facilitation or an obstacle to the residents’ 
presence in the Museum? Why?

5. Fourth Summer Artistic Workshops. Retro Photography, Sulejówek 2016 

6. "Multitude of Realities. Exhibition on Us and the Museum" – presentation 
of the research experiment of the Józef Piłsudski Museum in Sulejówek in the 
seat of one of the five Project Partners, i.e. 7th Section of the Lancer Regiment 
Lublin at the Museum of the Mińsk Mazowiecki Region in Mińsk Mazowiecki

 (Fot. 1 – K. Szuba; 2, 6 – T. Taracha; 3 – Z. Gozdecki; 
 4 – B. Nessel-Łukasik; 5 – D. Dyda)
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All these questions led to searching for a new formula 
for the research among the communities connected with 
the places inscribed in the local history of the town and 
the ‘Milusin’ Manor. The departure point for collecting the 
material allowing to analyse the above issues was found 
in the mobile Exhibition ‘Multitude of Realities. On Us and 
the Museum’, around which different generation and back-
ground groups were to meet and talk at locations known 
and close to them (firehouse, town library, regional mu-
seum, community centre). During the two months of the 
presentation of the Exhibition at various venues, provided 
by the Project’s local partners, 800 people participated in 
the experiment. Each individual could freely create their 
own visiting pathway, and leave their opinion at any point 
of the interactive display. After the presentation had been 
finished, experience of individual audience members col-
lected in such a manner did not only provide material for 
debate on how the Museum should function in the local 
communities after its opening.22 The effects of this subse-
quent research stage also serve today to design research 
works and following activities meant to help the institution 
take root in its neighbourhood.  

Research as a permanent element of 
museums’ transformation process

The above-described case of the research process implemented 
by one of the Polish museums illustrates how research can influ-
ence institutions. It, however, is not a universal praxis. The pilot 
research into museum audience in Poland conducted by NIMOZ 
demonstrated that such research was not conducted systemati-
cally. Among institutions that took part in the first stage in 2017 
(electronic survey sample = 63), only 17 per cent declared that 
such tasks were accomplished by them systematically.23

Several reasons for such a limited application of audience re-
search in museums can be mentioned. One of them being lack of 
appropriate staff, another is perceiving such materials exclusively 
as a source of data essential for reports.24 Both factors cause that 
only with time, among others thanks to NIMOZ launching many-
year programmes: research and training ones, meant to support 
museologists in the implementation of tasks, knowledge of the 
audience of Polish museums will be deepened, and it will be pos-
sible to make attempts to translate it into the praxis of respective 
institutions, for them to be able to more actively participate in 
the transformation processes occurring in social life.25
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