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COVES is designed to unite 
science centers in systematically 

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

field-wide improvement.

COVES provides common data
to help decision-making.



I wonder what our visitors 
think about their visit?

What areas of the 
museum are they visiting 

most? What is a Net Promoter Score?
What is our Net Promoter Score?

Is that good?
What should it be?

What percentage of visiting groups 
come with children under the age 

of 3?

What percentage of those groups 
have an additional child of any age 

in their group?

How long did they stay /
What motivated them to visit /

Did they visit the gift shop /
What mode of transportation 

did they use to get here?





How	do	we	compare?

2012



Siloed Studies…



Creating	a	unifying	system





provides:
• a common instrument & shared measures
• institutional flexibility
• analytical assistance
• evaluation capacity building resources
• dynamic reporting
• systematic comparison



Onsite	trainings



Exit	survey	data	collection



Centralized	data	cleaning	/	analysis

Ryan!
…strongly	resembling	a	

young	Bill	Gates…



Contextually	relevant	data



Community	of	Practice



We	study:
Who visits

What they	see	&	do

Why they	visit

How	they	feel



Why	develop	the	system?



Why	develop	the	system?



Why	develop	the	system?



• To	date:	N	>	13,000	
(visiting	groups)

•Avg.	response	rate	59%
[institutional	response	
rate	range	33%	to	95%]

Using	the	data	&	insights



The	value	of	comparison
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Comparing	over	time
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Custom	Analyses



“Thanks to COVES, we have been reflecting on and 
improving our practices for surveying our visitors 

about their experiences. We’ve also been 
standardizing our questions and methods.”



“Being a small/medium size museum, we do not have the 
resources that are required to gather valuable visitor 

information. This powerful tool enables our museum to 
serve our community better and thereby serve our 

mission.”



•Data	collection	à only	a	few	sites

• Institutional	buy-in	à one	“champion”	often	insufficient

•Creating	a	culture	of	change	àmust	come	from	within

•Designing	a	better	reporting	mechanism	à scalability	and	
timeliness

Challenges



•Becoming	a	central	hub	for	understanding	museum	
visitors	across	fields	(Evaluation	Capacity	Building)

• Field-wide	research	questions

•Continued	expansion	&
language	translation

Opportunities

¡Hola!
Me	llamo	[nombre].	

Trabajo	aquí	en	el	Museo	
de	la	Ciencia.	Estamos	
realizando	una	breve	
encuesta	sobre	las	

experiencias	de	nuestros	
visitantes…



Ryan	Auster,	Museum	of	Science,	Boston
rauster@mos.org

understandingvisitors.org

dashboard


