
Better Understanding Visitors 
Through Data



We will:

• Discuss what COVES is, how it works, why it came to be

• Provide a case study example from Discovery Museum

• Share high-level data and examples of applications

We want to:

• Hear from you / Q&A

• Share resources & opportunities to get involved

• Breakout into small groups to discuss your situations (if 
you want)

Session Overview



Evaluator Card



If you DO collect visitor data at your institution…

• What do you collect (and how)?

• How do you use the information?

And if you don’t…

• What would you collect?

• How would you use that information?

“If I knew more about my visitors, I could…”



Collaboration for Ongoing Visitor 
Experience Studies



IMLS support

2012 National Forum Grant

2014 National Leadership Grant

2020 National Leadership Grant – Art museums



COVES is designed to unite 
museums in systematically 

collecting audience-level data, 
with a focus on institutional and 

field-wide improvement.



COVES provides a common 
language through data

to help with decision-making.



How do we collect visitor data?

Onsite, electronic survey, with exit intercept

Systematic random sampling

Sample size proportional to institution size 
and visitation patterns



Sustainability
we can improve the 

experience overall (i.e., the 
rising tide lifts all boats),

COVES believes that by:

which will in turn encourage 
repeat visitation.

better understanding visitors’ experiences…



can increase the likelihood of 
belonging (e.g., memberships, 

donations, etc.),

COVES believes that by:

and lead to more positive word 
of mouth promotion (i.e., NPS).

Great suggestion!

Hey, have you been to the 
Discovery Museum yet? It’s 
SO COOL!

What should I check 
out while I’m there?

continued attention to improving experiences…



COVES believes in the value of comparison



What do we need to know?

Who visits

What they see & do

Why they visit

How they feel



COVES is by museums,
for museums





+

1 site

2-4 sites

5+ sites



Dynamic Dashboard



COP Member Webinars



COVES in action, in Acton



COVES at Discovery Museum:

Brindha 

Muniappan
Senior Director of the 

Museum Experience



About Discovery Museum

• Traditional lands of the Nipmuc, 

Massachusett, Pawtucket, and 

Agawam tribes

• Science|Nature|Play

• 240,000 visitors annually

• ~75 staff; 16,000 sq. ft.; 4.5 acres

• Joined COVES Jan 2022 (though 

technically…)



COVES at Discovery Museum 

• Survey target: 525/year  (35-70/month)

• 7-10 frontline staff

– Human subjects training

– Shadow veteran surveyor

• 60 minute shifts

– ~11am-4pm 

– & free evenings, holidays



Net Promoter Score

86.3

6

10

10

I think it’s a great way for kids 

to learn and play 

simultaneously

According to my 6 yo: there’s 

cool stuff there

Customer service. The most 

friendly staff!

We enjoyed exhibits and 

parking was easy

Almost no room for eating, 

which is important when 

dealing with toddlers

Kiddo always has fun

8

9

88%  

10%  
2%  

Promoter Passive Detractor

6

n=1,030



Discovery Museum

COVES comparisons

71.4
n=86,054

Science Museums

Aggregate

Art Museums 

Aggregate

86.3
n=1,030

72.4
n=16,796



Overall Experience Rating

Fair
0.3%

Outstanding

• Kids loved it, everything 

is easy and accessible 

– parking, bathrooms, 

service

• Extremely fun. Fun for 

many ages and

enjoyable for adults 
too.

Excellent

• Sensory friendly

• We enjoyed exhibits 

and parking was 

easy

Good

It was too 

crowded and  

as result kind of 

overwhelming

Good                 Excellent Outstanding 
6% 41% 53%



Educational Quality Entertainment Quality Value for the Cost

Gift Shop Experience Exhibits in Working Order Staff Helpfulness

Additional feedback

9.1

9.0

9.3 9.4

9.39.3



Deeper insight about visitors

• Zip code

• Date, time of visit

• Membership status

• Visitor ages

• Gender

• LGBTQ+ 

• Disability

• Race/ethnicity

• Education

• Income level
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Delving in

• How do demographics 

compare for Free Friday Nights 

and general visitation times?

• Are BIPOC visitors as satisfied 

with their experience as others?

• Do general visitors feel 

crowded when school groups 

are on site?



Specific Questions

Stopped:

– COVID-related questions in mid-2023

Kept:

- What is your relationship to the 

child(ren) you visited the 

Museum with today?

- For today’s visit, how did you pay 

for your admission?



COVES helps us…

• …understand demographics of our visitors, 

overall and more specifically

• …quantitatively learn how our amenities, 

accommodations, staff are doing

• …see our data in one place

• …compare Discovery Museum 

with peers



COVES Aggregate



Net Promoter Score® - FY23

Aggregate NPS

0

-100 +100

71.7

N = 23,557



Net Promoter Score® - FY23

40

50

60

70

80

90

100

Aggregate NPS

0

-100 +100

71.7

MIN: 48.6 / MAX: 93.5 RANGE: 44.9

N = 23,557



NPS – by institutional size (FY22-23)

Small Medium Large

N = 50,487



OER* – by museum type

N = 50,487

* % Excellent + % Outstanding



Group composition

N = 50,487



Motivations for visiting

Art Science N = 50,487



Empathy

3.34

2.87

3.25
3.46

0.00

0.50

1.00

1.50

2.00

2.50

3.00

3.50

4.00

I was emotionally
invested in other people.

I felt concerned for the
welfare of other people.

I was curious about other 
people’s thoughts and 

feelings.

I was interested in trying
to understand people

who are different from
me.

A
ve

ra
ge

 s
co

re
During my visit...

N = 166

3.24
Scale Avg.



Social Connectedness

N = 677

3.86
Scale Avg.

3.88 3.89 3.86 3.77
3.88

0.00

0.50

1.00

1.50

2.00

2.50

3.00

3.50

4.00

I felt like I had a
place in the world.

I felt valued. I felt like I was a part
of a community.

I felt connected to
the people around

me.

I felt a deep
connection to

people in my life.

During my visit…



Welcoming / Belonging / Inclusion

N = 166

• I felt welcomed [at museum] = 9.52

(n=563)

• I felt like I belonged [at museum] = 8.66

(n=1348)

• I felt included [at museum] = 9.27

(n=567)



COVES at MOS



Who visits?

11%

89%

Yes

No

Disability Status in Group (n=1,041)

39%

6%

32%

15%

5%

1%

1%

Graduate degree

Some graduate
work

College degree

Some college

High school degree

Some high school

Prefer to self-
describe

Education Level (n=1,110)

19%

10%

16%

14%

15%

11%

8%

7%

$200k+

$150k - $199k

$100k - $149k

$75k - $99k

$50k - $74k

$25k - $49k

Under $25k

Don't know

Household Income (n=862)

58%

16%

10%

9%

4%

1%

1%

0%

White

Multiple categories selected

Asian or Asian American

Hispanic or Latino/a/x

Black or African American

Prefer to self-describe:

Am. Indian or Alaskan Nat.

Nat. Hawaiian or Pac. Isl.

Race/Ethnicity (n=1,099)

15%

82%

1%

Yes

No

Not
sure…

LGBTQ+ Status (n=1,084)



55%

17%
12% 9% 5% 1% 0% 0%

45%

5%
11%

19% 19%

0 0.2% 0.0%

67%

8% 9% 12% 7%
0% 0% 0%

White Multiple categories
selected

Asian or Asian
American

Hispanic or
Latino/a/x

Black or African
American

Prefer to self-
describe:

Am. Indian or
Alaskan Nat.

Nat. Hawaiian or
Pac. Isl.

Race/Ethnicity

CY22 (Local only, n=477) Boston city, 2020 Census (n=675,647) Boston-Cambridge-Newton Statistical Area, 2020 Census (n=4,941,632)

11%

12%

10%

CY22 (Local only, n=479) Boston city, 2021 ACS
(n=649,749)

Boston-Cambridge-Newton
Statistical Area
(n=4,941,632)

Disability (n=1,041)

Yes, 16%

8%

5%Not sure or 
questionin

g, 1%

CY22 (Local only, n=478) Boston city (Boston.gov,
2010-2017)

Boston area, UCLA
Williams Insitute (March

2021)

LGBTQ+ Status

How well do we represent our community?



Rolling NPS (500 surveys) - members
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Rolling NPS (500 surveys) - locals
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linktr.ee/understandingvisitors

Got questions?

We (probably!) have answers:

• Brindha Muniappan, Discovery Museum
bmuniappan@discoveryacton.org

• Ryan Auster, Museum of Science / COVES
rauster@mos.org

https://login.qualtrics.com/
• Username: coves@mos.org
• Password: cove$DEMO

linktr.ee/understandingvisitors
mailto:bmuniappan@discoveryacton.org
mailto:rauster@mos.org
https://login.qualtrics.com/


Previous MOS audience segments



13%

8%

3%

2%

13%

24%

13%

25%

1 - Member, w/kids, local

2 - Member, w/kids, non-local

3 - Member, adult-only, local

4 - Member, adult-only, non-local

5 - Non-member, w/kids, local

6 - Non-member, w/kids, non-local

7 - Non-member, adult-only, local

8 - Non-member, adult-only, non-local

26% members

74% non-

members

58% w/kids

42% adult-

only

57% local

43% non-

local

Current MOS audience segments



2.3% 6.5%
6.1% 6.7%

5.6% 3.9%
6.5% 9.2%12.5%

7.8%
6.1% 20.0%

25.4%
17.8%

17.7%
18.3%

14.1%
18.2%

18.2%

13.3%

13.5%

17.0%

20.2%
10.4%68.8%

66.2%

69.7%

60.0%

53.2%

59.6%

50.8%

58.3%

80.5
83.1

87.9

73.3

64.3

74.9

66.2 65.0

1 - Member, w/kids,
local

2 - Member, w/kids,
non-local

3 - Member, adult-
only, local

4 - Member, adult-
only, non-local

5 - Non-member,
w/kids, local

6 - Non-member,
w/kids, non-local

7 - Non-member,
adult-only, local

8 - Non-member,
adult-only, non-local

Promoter

Passive

Detractor

MOS Audience Segments - NPS


