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Mystery Shopping in the Museum Industry as a Solution to Financial Challenges

Customer service issues are a common thread among businesses, and museums are no exception. However, there are issues unique to museums that pose a challenge to ensuring levels of customer service are met while adhering to budgets and financial obligations.

The American Association of Museums published a 2006 Museum Financial Information survey, which indicated that the average cost of serving a visitor is $23.35. With an average admission of $6.00 and additional spending of approximately $2.36 for gift shop and food items, the amount guests are spending contributes minimally to the amount it costs for them to visit. To this end, most museums do not have the luxury of employing a marketing department or customer service department that focuses on customer service issues, ensuring best standards, and ensuring that the activities and events are successful in the eyes of their guests. Museums must rely on government funding as well as private contributions, which are a large part of their annual budget.

Another challenge museums face is the need for volunteers versus employed staff. To keep costs down, museums rely on those who will volunteer their services in the gift shop, concession areas, and informational services. While volunteers are not being paid, and their mindset may be different than those employed by a company, they still need to adhere to the standards and customer service expectations set forth by the museum.

The question as to how a museum can affordably evaluate customer service levels and ensure that volunteers are providing excellent customer service remains consistent. Employing a mystery shopping program, in which mystery shoppers pose as typical guests to provide feedback, is a solution to this challenge.

Mystery shoppers are trained through a mystery shopping provider, which serves as a third party source for providing feedback. The shoppers will visit the museum as a typical customer does and evaluate key areas, including the ticket purchase, exhibits, signage, cleanliness, and staff interactions. Afterwards, the mystery shopper will complete a written report in which details of the experience are documented. The results are submitted to key staff in your company within one to three days of the shopper’s visit. The reports generated provide a wealth of information, which allows staff to view the museum from a customer’s perspective. Potential customer service issues can be quickly addressed, areas that may need improvement will be highlighted, and areas in which the facility excels will be brought to light.

Mystery shopping can be affordable in that it gives you a wealth of information – a snapshot of your facility can bring to light issues that you were not previously aware of, and information that will help you improve your facility. For example, you may learn that the gift shop is not easily located by signage or other information. If customers can’t easily find the gift shop, they will not visit and spend money there. Are volunteers cross selling items at the gift shop or at the concessions area? This is another area for potential income that may be overlooked.

As an added benefit to the mystery shopping program, many museum facilities will incorporate some marketing questions into their program. This will allow you to gather helpful information about your target customers. Questions such as “What did you like best?” or “Was there any area that you did not like?” or “Are you aware of our upcoming events?” will give you insight into other areas as well. For example, if you are finding that mystery shoppers are not aware of any upcoming events, you will need to find a way to promote these more effectively, either through additional promotional signage or better staff training, so that your marketing efforts are paying off.

Britain’s tourism office provides a similar service to measure customer service levels and “ongoing customer care” through the Visitor Attraction Quality Assessment Scheme. Based on a mystery shopping program, this scheme allows companies to evaluate their customer service easily and efficiently. Mystery shoppers evaluate the initial telephone interaction they experience when calling to get directions, schedules, and the like, the greeting when they arrive, the exhibits and interpretation where applicable, cleanliness of the facility, and layout and aesthetics. Key standards are evaluated to ensure guests are satisfied and have had pleasant experiences.

A historical museum in the suburbs of Chicago uses mystery shopping for a different perspective of their facility. They host several special events each year that bring people to the museum for the first time. In an attempt to increase membership levels, it is important for the volunteers to actively discuss and suggest membership to customers as they arrive for such events, and volunteers at the admissions desk are required to hand out printed membership information to customers. This facility relies on memberships as part of their annual budget, and it is vital to ensure that membership information is being offered during these events. Mystery shoppers document if volunteers mentioned membership, what was said regarding membership, and if printed information was provided to them, With multiple shoppers attending the event, the results can be tabulated by museum staff afterward to determine if volunteers adhered to required policy. If incorrect information was provided to the mystery shopper, this can also be addressed. This museum has greatly benefited from employing a mystery shopping program.

In summary, mystery shopping is an excellent solution to the challenges museums face both with staffing and budgetary issues. Both affordable and self-sufficient, mystery shopping can provide insight that will help museums increase service standards, membership levels, and overall customer satisfaction.

“It takes years to build a great reputation, it takes only minutes to destroy it”
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