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1. INTRODUCTION  

1.1 DC Research was commissioned by Museums Galleries Scotland (MGS) to carry out a 
research study: ‘Literature Review: evidence of impact of museums in the fields of 
health and wellbeing’. 

1.2 The study was a desk-based review of literature about the impact of museums in the 
fields of health and wellbeing.   

1.3 MGS specified that the review should consider (but not be limited to) six themes: 

▪ the value of museums as places to interact; 

▪ the impact of museum programming on loneliness/isolation, both on an individual 
level and within communities; 

▪ the role of museums as vehicles for building social and cultural capital; 

▪ the impact of attendance/employment on mental health; 

▪ the impact of attendance/employment on life expectancy; and 

▪ the impact of attendance and outreach programming on the social, intellectual, 
and physical development of children and young people. 

1.4 The purpose of the review is to help inform MGS’s work on behalf of the Scottish 
museums and galleries sector, in developing a nationwide approach to measuring and 
articulating the social impact of museums and galleries.  It is anticipated that the 
review will therefore contribute towards the aims of Going Further - the National 
Strategy for Scotland’s Museums and Galleries (i.e. Aim 2 as well as Aims 4 and 5), in 
addition to which it will help deliver a number of aspects of the 2020-22 Delivery Plan 
(i.e. Aims 2c, 4c, 5c).  

1.5 This is a critical time for the museums and galleries sector.  The current situation 
resulting from the Covid-19 pandemic has created huge, additional challenges for the 
sector as well as bringing into sharper focus the ongoing challenges that have been 
facing museums over recent years in terms of their financial sustainability and their 
role in helping to deliver government priorities and a range of social and economic 
outcomes.  Therefore, having strong evidence about the contributions that museums 
and galleries make to society and the economy is more important than ever, and will 
help to support the case for museums in a variety of arenas.  

1.6 A key factor in terms of making the case is the Scottish Government’s National 
Performance Framework (NPF), and presenting the evidence of the impact of museums 
in the fields of health and wellbeing in this way helps government, funders, 
stakeholders, museums themselves, and the general public see the contributions that 
museums and galleries in Scotland make to the National Performance Framework 
national outcomes and indicators.  

1.7 Therefore, linking back to the six themes for this review, the NPF national outcomes 
and indicators that were the most directly relevant are:  
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▪ National Outcome: Health (and specifically, the national indicators on ‘healthy 
life expectancy’ and ‘mental wellbeing’).   

▪ National Outcome: Communities (and specifically, the national indicators on 
‘perceptions of local area’, ‘loneliness’, ‘places to interact’ and ‘social capital’).   

▪ National Outcome: Education (and specifically, the national indicator on 
‘educational attainment’). 

▪ National Outcome: Children (and specifically, the national indicators on ‘child 
social and physical development’ and ‘child wellbeing and happiness’). 

1.8 It should be noted that this review was a time (and resource)-limited project that 
sought to provide an overview of specific studies within the fields of health and 
wellbeing.  It was not a systematic or meta-review but was focused on identifying 
strong examples of evidence of the demonstrable social impact of museums for society 
and individuals.  Through the review, MGS were seeking high-level statements that 
demonstrate the clear impact of museums within the six fields listed on p.1. 

1.9 The brief for the study specified that all literature reviewed should be drawn from peer-
reviewed evidence that uses rigorous research standards and substantial sampling.  As 
such, there was a strong emphasis on research that met these standards – typically 
those that have appeared in peer-reviewed academic publications, applied appropriate 
research standards and had adopted sufficient sampling.   These requirements meant 
a focus on empirical studies that had adopted some scale of primary research – and 
meant that studies that were themselves overviews, summaries of other research etc. 
were excluded (although they formed an important part of the literature review 
process  as outlined later in this section).   

1.10 There are exceptions to the requirement for the literature to have been peer-reviewed 
(in terms of appearing in peer-reviewed academic journals), where some key examples 
of the impact of museums have featured in commissioned research rather than peer-
reviewed academic journals.  This is discussed in more detail and explicitly 
acknowledged where such examples are used within the relevant sections.  

1.11 As an initial step, the study focused on reviewing a wide range of literature about 
museums and health and wellbeing – initially through carrying out a review of publicly 
available research studies, evidence summaries, research digests, reviews, and 
evaluations. (See Appendix 2 for the studies that were included in this step).   

1.12 The aim of this was to trawl a wide range of sources to identify examples of evidence 
about the impact of museums on health and wellbeing that could be suitable for 
inclusion in the review.  These documents themselves are, obviously, not individual 
examples of evidence of the impact of museums – but they include within them a wide 
range of references to such empirical studies.   

1.13 Implementing a wide search strategy for this stage of the review ensured that a broad 
range of literature was considered, and that is why the range of documents listed in 
Appendix 1 were all given due consideration.   

1.14 This process enabled the review to identify a long list of potential examples of the 
impact of museums on various aspects of health and wellbeing.  These examples were 
then assessed for their appropriateness for inclusion based on the following factors: 
(i) alignment with the agreed themes of the review; (ii) alignment with the National 
Performance Framework Outcomes and National Indicators; (iii) strength of the 
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evidence; and (iv) appropriateness for inclusion (i.e. relevance of the evidence to 
museums in Scotland). 

1.15 The iterative process that was then adopted for the review is summarised in Figure 
1.1 overleaf.  
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Figure 1.1: Summary of literature review process  

 

Source: DC Research summary of literature review process for MGS, 2020 
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1.16 The main sections of this report deal with each of the relevant National Performance 
Framework Outcome themes in turn – and the relevant sections also note any overlap 
(where the same literature sources show a contribution to more than one outcome). 

1.17 A summary of the main findings from the literature review are presented in the rest of 
this section – initially as a figure (in a ‘mind-map’ format) showing the impacts of 
museums on various aspects of health and wellbeing, followed by a summary of 
headline statements highlighting the key areas where the literature review has 
identified the impact of museums.   

1.18 It should be noted that whilst this literature review has identified a range of peer-
reviewed and other literature which evidences the impact of museums on health and 
wellbeing, the literature also includes studies that have assessed the same 
issues/themes and not found any impact, or highlighted concerns around particular 
activities (e.g. around dementia activities).  Examples of these are noted in the relevant 
sections.  In addition, much of the literature includes calls for further research in the 
areas that have been investigated – emphasising that for a number of areas, there is 
more work to be done to build upon some of the more exploratory research to test, 
and further support the generalisability of the findings.  

1.19 Figure 1.2 below shows a mind map summary of the main findings from this literature 
review, highlighting the areas where the literature does show the impact of museums 
in the fields of health and wellbeing.   

1.20 This shows that there are a range of impacts around health – which clearly link the 
National Performance Framework Outcome national indicators around life expectancy 
and mental wellbeing.   

1.21 In addition, the literature on community shows the impact museums have in relation 
to the national indicators around addressing loneliness, providing places to interact, 
engendering various aspects of social capital, and the role of volunteering around this.  

1.22 The literature review also identified impacts around education – including educational 
attainment and achievement, as well as on interest, attitudes, motivation, inspiration 
and understanding.    

1.23 Finally, there is limited literature on the specific impact of museums on children – in 
relation to the specific national indicators in the brief for this study – i.e. ‘child social 
and physical development’ and ‘child wellbeing and happiness’.   

1.24 Following on from the Figure 1.2 summary, the rest of this section looks at each of the 
four NPF outcome areas (health, community, education and children) and presents a 
summary of the assessment of the strength of evidence in the literature reviewed, the 
types of museum activities and engagement this relates to, the types of 
methods/approaches used in the literature reviewed, the applicability of the findings 
to museums and galleries in Scotland, and finally, summarises the literature review 
findings through a range of high level statements. 
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Figure 1.2: Summary of key areas of impact – museums and health and wellbeing  

 

Source: DC Research ‘mind-map’ summary of the key areas of impact identified in the review 
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Museums and Health 

1.25 There is strong evidence from the literature about the impact of museums in terms of 
health and wellbeing. 

1.26 This is in relation to both specific initiatives and interventions (museum-based and via 
outreach) and also general museum visiting/engagement.   

1.27 The literature drawn on encompasses evidence from studies that have adopted various 
methods (including longitudinal analysis of large-scale datasets; quantitative studies 
of large-scale surveys; specific quantitative, qualitative, and mixed-methods studies of 
specific museum activities and programmes; as well as smaller-scale qualitative studies 
using various approaches) – showing the range and diversity of the type of evidence 
that underpins the literature used. 

1.28 The evidence includes examples at the UK-level (which therefore includes Scotland) 
as well as specific examples from within the UK which are relevant to museums in 
Scotland.  In addition to which any international examples included relate to activities 
that take place in Scottish museums – showing that they are appropriate for inclusion 
in this review.  

1.29 The main findings around museums and health are summarised in the 
statements below, which clearly link to the relevant NPF national indicators on 
‘healthy life expectancy’ and ‘mental wellbeing’:  

▪ Visiting museums has been associated with longevity and a lower risk of dying. 

▪ Visiting museums has been shown to have a positive impact on general wellbeing.  

▪ People who visit museums have been found to have a lower risk of developing 
depression.  

▪ Mental health service users show increased wellbeing (e.g. confidence, sociability, 
and psychological wellbeing) after engaging with museums – through both 
museum-based and outreach activities.  

▪ Older people exhibit a range of wellbeing benefits from engaging with museums – 
including lower incidence of dementia, reduced chronic pain, lesser decline in 
cognitive function, and positive impact on mood.  

▪ People with dementia and their care-givers derive wellbeing related benefits (e.g. 
feeling more socially included/keener to socialise, enhanced cognitive capacities, 
improved mood, increased confidence, reduced isolation), from engaging in 
museum activities.  

▪ Museum outreach activities in hospitals – especially object-handling sessions – 
have been shown to have a positive impact on the wellbeing of participants. 

Museums and Communities  

1.30 There is good evidence from the literature about the impact of museums in terms of 
community.  

1.31 This is in relation to both specific initiatives and interventions (museum-based and via 
outreach) and also general museum visiting/engagement. 

joet
Highlight

joet
Highlight
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1.32 The literature drawn on encompasses evidence from studies that have adopted various 
methods (including quantitative studies of large-scale surveys; quantitative studies of 
research; specific quantitative, qualitative, and mixed-methods studies of both general 
museum engagement and specific museum activities and programmes; as well as 
smaller scale qualitative studies using various approaches) – showing the range and 
diversity of the type of evidence that underpins the literature used. 

1.33 The evidence includes examples at the UK-level (which therefore includes Scotland), 
alongside specific examples from within Scotland – as well as specific examples from 
within the UK which are relevant to museums in Scotland.  In addition to which any 
international examples included relate to activities that take place in Scottish museums 
– showing that they are appropriate for inclusion in this review.  

1.34 The main findings around museums and communities are summarised in the 
statements below, which clearly link to the relevant NPF national indicators on 
‘perceptions of local area’, ‘loneliness’, ‘places to interact’ and ‘social 
capital’. 

▪ Museum programmes have been shown to help combat social isolation and 
loneliness, engender social inclusion, and enhance social interaction for those 
involved – including those with specific health conditions. 

▪ There is evidence that those who engage in specific museum programmes achieve 
benefits that help them individually (e.g. increased self-esteem, greater motivation, 
increased sense of identity, and improved confidence) as well as enhance their 
contribution to, and engagement with, their community (e.g. greater pride in their 
area, better social links and networks).  

▪ Those who volunteer in museums report a range of benefits (e.g. improvements 
in life satisfaction, increased social connections and improved social life, strong 
sense of connectedness, stronger connections between museums and their 
communities) and as such museum programmes, and volunteering in museums 
are directly contributing to the development of individual and community capital 
and, as a result, are contributing to the Place Principle1.  

▪ Those who visit museums are more likely to volunteer. 

Museums and Education  

1.35 There is good evidence from the literature about the impact of museums in terms of 
education – although it is acknowledged that some of it is drawn from non-peer-
reviewed sources.  

1.36 This is in relation to both specific initiatives and interventions (museum-based and via 
outreach) and also general museum visiting/engagement.  However, much of the 
literature identified is about the impact of specific initiatives that have boosted the 
capacity and capability of museums to engage with schools, and much of it relates to 
guided learning/museum-led sessions rather than general museum 
visiting/engagement.  

1.36.1 The literature drawn on encompasses evidence from studies that have adopted various 
methods (including quantitative studies of large-scale primary research; specific 

 
1 https://www.gov.scot/publications/place-principle-introduction/  

https://www.gov.scot/publications/place-principle-introduction/
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quantitative, qualitative, and mixed-methods studies of specific museum activities and 
programmes; as well as smaller scale qualitative studies using various approaches) – 
showing the range and diversity of the type of evidence that underpins the literature 
used. 

1.37 The evidence includes examples at the UK-level (which therefore includes Scotland), 
alongside specific examples from within Scotland – as well as specific examples from 
within the UK which are relevant to museums in Scotland.  In addition to which any 
international examples included relate to activities that take place in Scottish museums 
– showing that they are appropriate for inclusion in this review.  

1.38 The main findings on museums and education are summarised in the statements 
below, which clearly link to the relevant NPF national indicators on 
‘educational attainment’: 

▪ Engaging with museums has positive impacts on educational attainment and 
achievement.  

▪ Engaging with museums positively impacts on attendance, interest, attitudes, and 
motivation for learning.   

Museums and Children  

1.39 There is very limited evidence from the literature about the impact of museums in 
terms of children – especially when looking for specific literature around the key 
national indicators identified (i.e. ‘child social and physical development’ and ‘child 
wellbeing and happiness’). 

1.40 Given that the national indicator on child social and physical development relates to 
an assessment of children at their 27-30 month review, there does not seem to be any 
literature on the impact of museums on children of this age in terms of their social and 
physical development.   

1.41 In relation to child wellbeing and happiness – whilst Section 2 on museums and health 
looks at literature on the impact of museums on health and wellbeing, this is very 
much focused on adults.  Therefore, it is difficult to use this evidence to support any 
impact of museums on child wellbeing and happiness – especially as defined by the 
relevant national indicators around children.  

1.42 As such, there is very little (if any) relevant additional literature to include.  

1.43 This, of course, does not mean that museums do not offer activities around these 
national indicators, simply that there is little (if any) literature about the impacts of 
such  activities.   Therefore, this is clearly an area that would require further research 
to identify the impact of museums directly in relation to the national indicators around 
‘child social and physical development’ and ‘child wellbeing and happiness’. 

1.44 One finding from a particular study is summarised in the statement below:  

▪ Younger children’s engagement with museum work has be shown to improve 
spatial reasoning. 
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2. MUSEUMS AND HEALTH  

Overview of Museums and Health  

2.1 The literature around museums and health is the key area where there is evidence of 
the impact of museums – for both of the areas around the national indicators (i.e. 
‘healthy life expectancy’ and ‘mental wellbeing’). 

2.2 As such, this is the longest section of this report – which reflects the scale of literature 
in this area relative to the other outcome themes.   

2.3 As noted in Section 1, there is strong evidence from the literature about the impact of 
museums in terms of health and wellbeing – and this covers both specific initiatives 
and interventions – i.e. programmes and activities delivered by museums (both 
museum-based and via outreach) as well as literature about the impacts of general 
museum visiting/engagement.   

2.4 The literature drawn on in this section encompasses evidence from studies that have 
adopted various methods – including longitudinal analysis of large-scale datasets; 
quantitative studies of large-scale surveys; specific quantitative, qualitative, and 
mixed-methods studies of specific museum activities and programmes; as well as 
smaller-scale qualitative studies using various approaches.   This range of studies and 
the variety of methods and approaches adopted helps to show the breadth and depth 
of literature in this area.  

2.5 The evidence around health includes examples at the UK-level (which therefore 
includes Scotland) as well as specific examples from within the UK which are relevant 
to museums in Scotland.  In addition to which any international examples included 
relate to activities that take place in Scottish museums – showing that they are 
appropriate for inclusion in this review.  

2.6 This section has been subdivided into the following categories: 

▪ Life expectancy / longevity  

▪ Mental wellbeing (general) 

▪ Mental wellbeing (supporting those with specific mental health conditions) 

▪ Mental wellbeing (older adults) 

▪ Mental wellbeing (dementia) 

▪ Mental wellbeing (in hospital / healthcare settings) 
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Key Examples – Museums and Health  

Life expectancy and longevity  

2.7 In terms of life expectancy and longevity, a key study is the work by Fancourt & 
Steptoe (2019) which sought to “explore associations between different frequencies 
of arts engagement and mortality over a 14-year follow-up period”. 

2.8 Using a prospective cohort study drawn from the English Longitudinal Study of Ageing 
(data from a total of 6,710 adults were included in the analysis), the study looked at 
self-reported receptive arts engagement (going to museums, art galleries, 
exhibitions, the theatre, concerts, or the opera) against mortality measured through 
data linkage to the National Health Service central register, and found that: “People 
who engaged with receptive arts activities on an infrequent basis…had a 
14% lower risk of dying at any point during the follow-up…compared with 
those who never engaged…People who engaged with receptive arts 
activities on a frequent basis…had a 31% lower risk of dying”.  

2.9 They concluded that “Receptive arts engagement could have a protective association 
with longevity in older adults. This association might be partly explained by differences 
in cognition, mental health, and physical activity among those who do and do not 
engage in the arts, but remains even when the model is adjusted for these factors”. 

2.10 A Swedish study carried out by Konlaan, Bygren & Johansson (2000) aimed to 
“ascertain the possible influence of attending various kinds of cultural events or visiting 
cultural institutions as a determinant of survival” through a cohort study which followed 
up more than 10,000 over a 14 year period using setting the Swedish survey of living 
conditions among the adult Swedish population aged 25-74 years.  The study found 
“a higher mortality risk for those people who rarely visited the cinema, 
concerts, museums, or art exhibitions compared with those visiting them 
most often” and concluded that “attendance at certain kinds of cultural events may 
have a beneficial effect on longevity.” 

2.11 Similar studies – all cohort studies - have found results that further support these 
findings. 

2.12 For example, Byrgen et al (2009) found that “Attendance at cultural events is 
associated with better survival and self-rated health”.  The study “aimed to determine 
whether attendance at cinemas, theater, art galleries, live music shows, and museums 
was associated with cancer-related mortality” and used a “randomly selected, cancer-
free cohort of Swedish adults aged 25–74 years (n = 9011), formed in 1990–91, was 
followed up to 31 December 2003.”  The study found that “Rare and moderate 
attendees were 3.23 and 2.92 times, respectively, more likely to die of 
cancer during the follow-up period than frequent attendees”  and concluded 
that “The results, if replicated, imply that promoting attendance at cultural events 
could lead to improved urban population health.” 

2.13 Similarly, Byrgen et al (1996) had earlier investigated “the possible influence of 
attendance at cultural events, reading books or periodicals, making music or singing 
in a choir as determinants for survival”  using a Swedish cohort study (n=12,675) and 
found “an influence on mortality when the eight control variables were 
controlled for in people who rarely attended events compared with those 
attending most often, the relative risk being 1.57”, leading to the conclusion 
that “Attendance at cultural events may have a positive influence on survival.” 
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2.14 Finally, Lokken et al (2020) investigated “the gender-specific association between all-
causes of mortality and participation in single types of cultural activities, amount and 
participation frequency” through a cohort study of more than 35,000 participants.  

2.15 The study found that “Mortality risk was higher for non-participants in any receptive 
or creative activities” and in particular that “When a number of receptive activities 
was associated with all-cause mortality, reduced risk occurred with 
attendance in 2 or 3–4 activities (21% and 31%, respectively)” - a 
museum/art exhibition was included as one of the receptive activities.  

2.16 Lokken et al (2020) concluded that “Frequently attending at least one cultural 
activity influenced longevity...while receptive activity benefits were mostly found 
for men. Thus, promoting and facilitating engaged cultural lifestyles are vital 
for longevity”.  

Mental wellbeing (general) 

2.17 There is a range of literature about the role of museums and galleries in improving 
general wellbeing, and these studies have used a range of approaches.  

2.18 For example, Fancourt & Tymoszuk (2019) explored whether “cultural engagement in 
older adults is associated with a reduced risk of developing depression over the 
following decade”.   Using data from 2,148 adults in the English Longitudinal Study of 
Ageing who were free from depression at baseline, the study used “logistic regression 
models to explore associations between frequency of cultural engagement (including 
going to museums, theatre and cinema) and the risk of developing depression over 
the following 10 years”.  

2.19 The results showed that “there was a dose-response relationship between frequency 
of cultural engagement and the risk of developing depression independent of 
sociodemographic, health-related and social confounders. This equated to a 32% 
lower risk of developing depression for people who attended every few 
months…and a 48% lower risk for people who attended once a month or 
more” and led Fancourt & Tymoszuk (2019) to conclude that ”Cultural engagement 
appears to be an independent risk-reducing factor for the development of 
depression in older age.” 

2.20 Węziak-Białowolska et al (2019) study was about “investigating causative impact of 
participation in creative activities and attendance to cultural events on well-being in 
the British population.”  Through analysing three waves (2011, 2012, 2014) of the 
Understanding Society – U.K. Household Longitudinal Study (which provided a sample 
size of more than 22,000), the results confirmed “a positive causative relationship 
between cultural attendance, cultural participation, and well-being 
outcomes” and led to the conclusion that “This study provides some support for the 
positive role of active arts engagement, especially passive attendance to art events, in 
the improvement of human well-being”.   

2.21 A similar study in Norway (Cuypers et al, 2011) analysed “the association between 
cultural activity and perceived health, anxiety, depression and satisfaction with life” 
using data from 50,797 adult participants from the third population-based Nord-
Trøndelag Health Study (2006-2008).  The results showed that “participation in 
receptive and creative cultural activities was significantly associated with 
good health, good satisfaction with life, low anxiety and depression scores 
in both genders. Especially in men, attending receptive, rather than creative, cultural 
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activities was more strongly associated with all health-related outcomes.”  The 
receptive cultural activities analysed included visiting a museum or art exhibition.  

2.22 There are other similar studies which present additional findings to support this, for 
example Grossi et al (2012) sought to “understand the impact of health status and 
cultural participation upon psychological well-being, with special attention to the 
interaction between patterns of cultural access and other factors known to affect 
psychological well-being”, using a sample of 1,500 Italian citizens and the results 
showed that “…among the various potential factors considered, cultural access 
unexpectedly ranks as the second most important determinant of 
psychological well-being, immediately after the absence or presence of diseases, 
and outperforming factors such as job, age, income, civil status, education, place of 
living and other important factors.” 

2.23 Some of the other literature assessing the impact of museums on mental wellbeing 
takes a more focused, in-depth, qualitative approach, with resultantly smaller sample 
sizes, but can be used to further support the findings around mental wellbeing and 
museums.  

2.24 For example, Binnie (2010), presented the results of “research conducted within 
Leicester’s New Walk Museum exploring whether viewing art within the museum 
impacts reported anxiety.”   The study involved 22 interviews – half with museum staff 
and half with visitors (a mix of frequent and infrequent).  The study found that “From 
the data collected within these two studies it appears that, at least for the museum 
visiting population, viewing art within a museum does have a positive impact 
upon anxiety, and thus also wellbeing” and that “This positive experience for 
museums and art gallery visitors suggests that as well as being seen as educational or 
enjoyable places to visit, that the well-known idea that they are spaces of calm 
within a busy world can be true and as such museums and art galleries can 
be seen as places beneficial to personal wellbeing.” 

2.25 Also, Packer (2008) explored “the beneficial outcomes that visitors seek and obtain 
from a museum visit, in terms that are not related to learning outcomes” using 44 
interviews with 60 museum visitors at Queensland Museum.  Some of results included: 
“Psychological well-being (mentioned in 59 percent of interviews) — 
Evidence was found for the relevance of five of the six elements of psychological well-
being: personal growth, environmental mastery, purpose in life, positive relations, and 
self acceptance” and “Restoration (mentioned in 57 percent of interviews) —
Evidence of restorative outcomes was sought in visitors’ reports of having attained a 
sense of relaxation, peace and tranquility, or thoughtfulness as a result of their visit.” 

2.26 In addition, there is also (non-peer-reviewed) literature that provides further evidence 
around this.   

2.27 For example, Fujuwara (2013) looked at “the relationships between museums, the arts 
and wellbeing using data from the Taking Part survey” – which involved quantitative 
analysis of data from a sample of more than 21,000 for some aspects, and over 36,000 
for other aspects of analysis. 

2.28 The study found that “visiting museums has a positive impact on happiness 
and self-reported health after controlling for a large range of other 
determinants that may confound the relationship.” and provided headline 
valuation figures which identified that: “People value visiting museums at about 
£3,200 per year” . 
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2.29 Fujiwara et al (2015) used data from the British Household Panel Survey and the 
Understanding Society Survey to measure and value the benefits to society of culture 
and sport.  The museums data used was from a sample size of more than 25,000. The 
study found that “After controlling for the main determinants of health and 
health service usage:  Those who visit…museums are more likely to report 
good health than those who do not (2.01%).”   

2.30 In addition, the Art Fund’s Calm and collected report (2018) involved a survey of more 
than 2,500 UK adults and found that “almost two thirds (63%) of us have at 
some point visited a museum or gallery to deal with stress and anxiety”.   

2.31 The Art Fund (2018) study also found that “People who say they do regularly visit 
museums and galleries report a greater sense of  satisfaction with their lives 
than those who have never visited”  - the survey results being 64% (who visit 
once a month or more), 62% (who visit every 3 months or more) and 58% (who visit 
less than every 3 months) compared to 49% (who never visit).  Similar patterns exist 
for sense of purpose (61%; 59%; 51% compared to 43%),  things in life are 
worthwhile (68%; 66%; 59%; compared to 52%) and happiness yesterday (66%; 
64%; 57%; compared to 47%). 

Mental wellbeing (supporting those with specific mental health conditions) 

2.32 Some studies have specifically looked at museum programmes and activities that have 
supported those with particular mental health conditions.  

2.33 For example, Morse et al (2015) using a mixed-methods approach “examined the 
effects of museum outreach sessions on confidence, sociability and wellbeing 
measures for mental health (n=85) and addiction recovery (n=59) service-users”. 

2.34 Morse et al (2015) state that “measures of confidence, sociability and wellbeing were 
evaluated quantitatively through a ‘ladder of change’ model of steps towards 
independence and feedback was analysed qualitatively”  and the quantitative results 
shows that “Comparison of scores from first, mid and last sessions showed increases 
across all measures” whilst “qualitative analysis revealed additional gains including 
pride, learning and skills, and creativity”.  The paper concludes that: “Creative 
museum activities showed increases in participant levels of confidence, 
sociability and wellbeing.” 

2.35 Thomson et al (2020) sought to assess the “the biopsychosocial effects of participation 
in a unique, combined arts- and nature-based museum intervention, involving 
engagement with horticulture, artmaking and museum collections, on adult mental 
health service users” using a mixed-methods approach, which involved 46 adult mental 
health users across two phases.  Positive results were found in both the quantitative 
and qualitative aspects: “Inductive thematic analysis of Phase 1 interview data 
revealed increased feelings of wellbeing brought about by improved self-
esteem, decreased social isolation and the formation of communities of 
practice. Statistical analysis of pre–post quantitative measures in Phase 2 
found a highly significant increase in psychological wellbeing.” 

2.36 Thomson et al (2015) concluded that “Creative green prescription programmes, using 
a combination of arts- and nature-based activities, present distinct synergistic benefits 
that have the potential to make a significant impact on the psychosocial wellbeing of 
adult mental health service users” .  
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2.37 Iwasaki et al (2005) looked at the contribution of leisure participation in predicting 
stress coping and health among police and emergency response services workers and 
examined “the extent to which frequency and enjoyment measures of leisure 
participation predict adaptational outcomes, over and above the contributions of 
general coping”.  Using a repeated measures design, and involving a sample of 132 
police and emergency response services workers, the study “provides evidence that 
the type of leisure activity matters in predicting immediate adaptational outcomes 
(coping effectiveness, coping satisfaction and stress reduction) and mental and 
physical health” .  Of particular note for museums, which featured as one of the cultural 
leisure measures, “…social leisure and cultural leisure significantly predicted 
greater mental or physical health.” 

2.38 Some other, qualitative studies (with smaller sample sizes) on this include:   

2.39 Neal (2012) carried out a mixed methods pilot study of a project involving a partnership 
of four museums and galleries.  The project involved delivering arts-based workshops 
lasting up to 10 weeks. Neal (2012) sought to answer the question “Can creative 
engagement in museums improve the mental health and wellbeing of people 
experiencing mental distress?”.   

2.40 A total of 39 of the participants in the project took part in the research study which 
found that “participants experienced immediate changes to their mental 
wellbeing as a result of the art activity. The results show a change in many of the 
common symptoms of depression, anxiety and stress. The immediate effects reported 
were enjoyment, (it is) absorbing, relief from physical pain, (it) takes mind off 
problems, calming, healing, therapeutic, relaxing, gives structure to life”. 

2.41 In addition, “Some participants reported a number of long-term benefits such as 
feeling better, increased confidence, increased ability to accept praise, stimulated 
self-motivation, increased awareness, increased ability to deal with problems, 
something to live for, making plans for the future and a desire to give something back. 
Social interaction was a major theme emerging from the findings expressed 
in terms of engagement/isolation, group dynamics, group supporting each other, 
fun and independence”. 

2.42 Lawson et al (2014) used an interpretive phenomenological analysis approach to 
explore the experiences of people living with mental health problems who attended  a 
community-based arts project.  The study was based on interviews with eight 
participants and the key findings were grouped into seven theme headings: “a prized 
experience…drawing confidence and self-worth from the project…positive influences 
of the group setting…forming an identity beyond mental illness…acquisition of creative 
skills…gaining focus, structure and meaningful occupation…negative aspects of the 
project”.  

2.43 Roberts et al (2011) “aimed to understand the psychological and social aspects of how 
art-viewing, in a public art gallery, could be used as an activity to support family carers 
of people with mental health problems”.  Using a grounder theory methodology, and 
involving eight carer-participants and two facilitator participants, the findings suggest 
that “art-viewing in a group within a gallery setting has the potential to be used more 
widely as a community-based, low-cost and non-clinical activity to provide social and 
psychological support for carers of people with mental-health problems.”   
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Mental wellbeing (older adults) 

2.44 There are a range of studies that look at the positive impacts of museums on the 
wellbeing of older adults (impact of museums on older adults with dementia is 
considered later in this section).  

2.45 Fancourt, Steptoe & Cadar (2018) carried out analysis of longitudinal cohort data, 
drawn from the English Longitudinal Study of Ageing (ELSA) and involving a sample 
of 3,911  adults to assess museum attendance and cognitive reserve over a ten-year 
period.   ELSA is a “large, nationally representative, multidisciplinary cohort study of 
the English population aged 50 and older”.   

2.46 Fancourt et al (2018) “included participants who were core members in the [ELSA] 
study, who were free of dementia at baseline (wave 2) and who provided data across 
all variables of interest at 10-year follow-up”  and their analysis “showed for the 
first time that among people who visit museums every few months or more, 
there is a lower incidence rate of dementia over a 10-year follow-up period.” 

2.47 The authors acknowledge that “much of the association was explained by demographic 
and socioeconomic variables” however, “it is notable that the relationship for more 
frequent engagement was maintained even when controlling for these confounders.” 

2.48 The authors conclude that: “this novel analysis demonstrates that cultural participation 
through museum attendance could provide opportunities for interventions in older 
adults as a way of supporting engaged lifestyles to prevent dementia”.  

2.49 A similar approach was also taken by Fancourt & Steptoe (2018) who “explored the 
association between three types of cultural engagement (visiting 
museums/galleries/exhibitions, going to the theatre/concert/opera and going to the 
cinema) and change in cognitive function over 10 years amongst adults aged over 52.” 
Using data from the English Longitudinal Study of Ageing (ELSA) the participants 
(n=3,445) were assessed in 2004/5 and 2014/15.  

2.50 The study found that “Independent of demographic, health and social confounders, 
visiting museums/galleries/exhibitions and going to the 
theatre/concert/opera were associated with a lesser decline in cognitive 
function”. 

2.51 Notable, in terms of the level of engagement the study found that “Overall, our results 
suggest that more frequent cultural engagement is associated with more 
marked effects, but even annual engagement may be protective.” 

2.52 A third longitudinal study by Fancourt and Steptoe (2018) looked at physical and 
psychosocial factors in the prevention of chronic pain in older age, including exploring 
the role of cultural engagement (including going to museums, art galleries, exhibitions, 
concerts, the theatre, or the opera).  

2.53 Again, using data from the English Longitudinal Study of Ageing (ELSA) the study 
tracked 2,631 adults aged 50 or over who were free from chronic pain at baseline 
across a decade to “explore whether physical or psychosocial factors reduced the risk 
of developing chronic pain”. 

2.54 The study found that: “In relation to psychosocial factors, cultural engagement was 
also protective against the development of chronic pain”. 
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2.55 Thomson  et al (2018) looked at the effects of a museum-based social prescription 
intervention on quantitative measures of psychological wellbeing in older adults.  The 
aim of the study was to “assess psychological wellbeing in a novel social prescription 
intervention for older adults called Museums on Prescription and to explore the extent 
of change over time in six self-rated emotions”. 

2.56 The study involved 115 participants aged 65–94 years who were referred to museum-
based programmes comprising 10 weekly sessions, by healthcare and third sector 
organisations.  12 programmes, facilitated by museum staff and volunteers, were 
conducted in seven museums, and a mixed-methods approach involved quantitative 
measures, diaries, and interviews.  

2.57 Using multivariate analyses of variance, the study found “significant participant 
improvements in all six MWM-OA emotions [‘absorbed’, ‘active’, ‘cheerful’, 
‘encouraged’, ‘enlightened’ and ‘inspired’], pre-post session at start-, mid- and end-
programme. Two emotions, ‘absorbed’ and ‘enlightened’, increased pre-post session 
disproportionately to the others; ‘cheerful’ attained the highest pre-post session scores 
whereas ‘active’ was consistently lowest.” 

2.58 Based on the findings, Thomson et al (2018) concluded that “Museums can be 
instrumental in offering museum-based programmes for older adults to 
improve psychological wellbeing over time.” 

2.59 Smiraglia (2015) examined  mood changes in older adults “related to a single-session 
object-based museum outreach reminiscence program”.  114 participants from 12 
independent-living retirement communities took part, and quantitative analysis based 
on survey data was carried out.  

2.60 The study found that “Mood scores were found to be significantly higher after the 
program, and mood changes were significantly related to participants' interest in the 
program's topic” and concluded that “The results of this study support the use of 
object-based reminiscence in museum outreach to retirement communities, 
suggesting it may have significant short-term impact on mood”. 

2.61 Finally, Dodd & Jones (2014) looked at how museums impact health and wellbeing 
and presented analysis from 93 participants from a range of smaller museum projects.   
The study found “…evidence from the smaller museum projects showed a significant 
increase in positive feelings of wellbeing for older people after taking part”.   

2.62 More specifically, “on average, participants showed higher scores for all six positive 
emotions on the Positive Wellbeing Umbrella following the session (post-session) 
compared to before the session (pre-session)...this is very positive as it suggests that 
the museum sessions improved their feelings of wellbeing.  All improvements in 
positive emotions were highly significant except for the word ‘alert’ where the small 
increase was not significant.” 

2.63 Dodd & Jones (2014) compared these results to data from a national pilot of the 
Museum Wellbeing Measures Toolkit and “…found that most of the 
participants…showed much higher levels of wellbeing both before and after the 
activities in which they were involved compared to other groups.” 

2.64 Whilst not a peer-reviewed study, Dodd & Jones was included in, and rated as higher 
quality by, the Heritage and Wellbeing Report from the What Works Centre for 
Wellbeing (2019). 



Literature Review: evidence of impact of museums in the fields of health and wellbeing  

18 

Mental wellbeing (dementia) 

2.65 There are a range of studies that have focused on the impact of museums (notably 
around reminiscence sessions and object-handling) on the mental wellbeing of people 
with dementia.  

2.66 A study carried out by Johnson et al (2015) “quantitatively compared the impact of 
two museum-based activities and a social activity on the subjective wellbeing of people 
with dementia and their caregivers”.  Using a quasi-experimental crossover design, the 
study involved people with early- to middle-stage dementia and caregivers (n = 66) 
who took part in museum object handling, a refreshment break and art-viewing in 
small groups.  

2.67 The quantitative analysis (using mixed-design ANOVAs) “…indicated wellbeing 
significantly increased during the session, irrespective of the order in which the 
activities were presented. Wellbeing significantly increased from object-
handling and art-viewing for those with dementia and caregivers across 
pooled orders, but did not in the social activity of a refreshment break. An end-of-
intervention questionnaire indicated that experiences of the session were positive.” 

2.68 Johnson et al (2015) concluded that “Results provide a rationale for considering 
museum activities as part of a broader psychosocial, relational approach to 
dementia care and support the use of easy to administer visual analogue scales as 
a quantitative outcome measure.” 

2.69 Camic et al (2017) used a quasi-experimental design involving 80 participants to 
examine “the wellbeing impact of handling museum artefacts, by testing for 
differences across domain, time, gender and stages of dementia”. 

2.70 The results indicated that “people with early and moderate impairment showed 
positive increases in wellbeing, regardless of the type of dementia but those with early 
stage dementia showed larger positive increases in wellbeing” and led the authors to 
conclude that “We can feel confident that for most people with early- to 
middle-stage dementia, handling museum objects in a supportive group 
environment increases subjective wellbeing and should be considered part of a 
health promotion strategy in dementia care”. 

2.71 An earlier paper by Camic et al (2014) used a mixed-methods approach in the “first 
known study that sought to understand the experience of an eight-week art-gallery-
based intervention offered at two distinctly different galleries for people with mild to 
moderate dementia and their carers”.  The study involved 24 participants (12 with 
dementia) and compared similar interventions at a traditional and contemporary art 
gallery.   

2.72 Camic et al (2014) found that “Thematic analysis revealed well-being benefits from 
both traditional and contemporary art gallery sites that included positive social 
impact resulting from feeling more socially included, self-reports of enhanced 
cognitive capacities for people with dementia, and an improved quality of life.” 

2.73 Eeckelaar et al (2012) carried out an exploratory study with 12 participants (6 people 
with dementia (PWD) and 6 family carers (FC)) that sought to explore “whether art 
viewing followed by art making, in an art gallery setting, had an impact on the episodic 
memory and verbal fluency of people with dementia”. 
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2.74 Eeckelaar et al (2012) found that “The results suggest that PWD's episodic memory 
and verbal fluency improved during the gallery-based intervention. FC 
corroborated these findings and highlighted their observations of improved mood, 
confidence, reduced isolation, and a shared experience between FC and 
PWD during the sessions. However, the study was exploratory and did not aim to 
attribute the findings to specific causes. It does however, seem that art viewing, art 
making, the social context, and shared experience were all important to participants.” 

2.75 Two seminal examples around dementia are from studies that are not peer-reviewed, 
but merit inclusion due to the profile these examples and studies have had in the field 
of museums and people with dementia. 

2.76 First, a study by Rosenberg et al (2009) about the Museum of Modern Art in New York 
(MoMA) entitled Meet Me – Making Art Accessible to People with Dementia included 
an evaluation of the initiative by Mittleman & Epstein (2009).  The research sought to 
“evaluate the efficacy of the Meet Me at MoMA program for people in the early stage 
of dementia and their family caregivers”. 

2.77 The data analysis for the evaluation was based on 37 persons with dementia and 37 
caregivers, and the study design included a variety of measures to gather both 
qualitative and quantitative data through self-report and observation.  Some of the 
key findings included:  

▪ “Using smiley faces to elicit information about mood revealed a statistically 
significant and substantively visible change in mood in both caregivers 
and people with dementia…in fact, the Smiley Face Assessment Scale was the 
most effective measure in terms of statistical significance of the change 
observed….both groups clearly improved in mood on this measure, and no one left 
the Museum less happy than when they arrived.” 

▪ “We measured the self-esteem of the person with dementia and the 
caregiver with a ten-item scale. There was little change in self-esteem for 
caregivers, but there was an observable positive trend for people with 
dementia.” 

▪ “There were several statistically significant findings from this study, which 
is gratifying, considering the small sample of participants. They are suggestive 
of the potential of the Meet Me at MoMA program to improve the lives of 
people with dementia and their caregivers.” 

2.78 Second, National Museums Liverpool (NML) has been running reminiscence 
programmes since 2000, of which the best known is the House of Memories: Dementia 
Training Programme.  This programme, which is aimed at health and social care works 
and caregivers, has been evaluated on various occasions, and one of the recent 
evaluations is by Wilson & Whelan (2014) which looked at the Midlands Model.  Key 
findings included: 

▪ “The evaluation of House of Memories in the Midlands provides substantial 
evidence on the impact of the programme on the personal wellbeing of 
individual participating dementia carers (intrinsic value), and their 
subsequent professional development, via a standardised Dementia Care Impact 
Measure.  

▪ The training evoked very emotional responses in attendees, which supported them 
in becoming more aware of dementia as a condition, (its physiology and cognitive 
deterioration for example). It also had the effect of improving the standard and 
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nature of care offered by carers attending the training, and gave attendees a thirst 
for knowledge on the subject that they were actively pursuing as part of their work. 
Positive outcomes, across the full sample of 72 participating dementia carers, 
included: 

▪ enhanced optimism, confidence and compassion as dementia carers; 

▪ advanced knowledge of dementia and of own contribution to improving care 
standards; 

▪ renewed commitment to training and development; 

▪ reducing the stigma of dementia and improving dementia care environments.“ 

2.79 Another study that evaluated a dementia programme was Reawakening the Mind 
(Gould 2013) which was an evaluation of Arts 4 Dementia’s London Arts Challenge in 
2012.  The programme consisted of arts interventions aimed at re-energising and 
inspiring people in the early stages of dementia and their carers.   

2.80 Looking specifically at the museums projects (which included seven courses) that 
formed part of the programme, the evaluation captured data from 42 people with 
dementia (PWD) and 39 carers.  In terms of quality of life impacts, results from PWD 
found: “All strongly agreed that [the project] had enhanced their lives and were 
inspired by the arts setting and creative challenge. 81% of PWD felt that they were 
reviving creative skills, 71% that they were developing new skills. 90% felt better 
in themselves, 79% more confident, 69% more energetic and 73% were 
now keener to socialise – some had not lost the eagerness to interact.” 

2.81 Some of the key findings around the themes of Connect; Be Active; Take Notice; and 
Keep Learning were:  

▪ “54% of PWD strongly agree, and 36% agree that they will keep in touch with 
others on their courses 

▪ 98% of PWD – 76% strongly agree, 22% agree - feel more fulfilled through their 
creative achievement at LAC projects 

▪ 78% of PWD – 56% strongly agree, 22% agree – feel more confident through their 
creative achievement at LAC projects 

▪ 97% of PWD – 63% strongly agree, 34% agree – see that engaging in arts activity 
overrides memory worries and that their creative skills are vibrant 

▪ 100% of PWD – 68% strongly agree, 43% agree – see that continuing arts activity 
will enrich their lives. 

▪ 83% of PWD – 51% strongly agree, 32% agree – feel they have learned new skills 

2.82 Notwithstanding these positive examples, it should be noted (as mentioned in Section 
1) that there is literature (e.g. Woods et al, 2012) about reminiscence work with people 
with dementia which both found no difference in quality of life outcomes between 
intervention and control conditions, and also found significant increase in carer burden, 
anxiety and stress.   
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Mental wellbeing (in hospital/healthcare settings) 

2.83 Finally, in terms of museums and health, there are a range of studies that have looked 
at the impact of specific museums outreach programmes and interventions that have 
taken place in hospital settings.  

2.84 Thomson et al (2012a) assesses the benefits of a heritage-in-health intervention, 
where “general healthcare patients participated in one-to-one, facilitated sessions of 
around 40 minutes that involved discussing factual and emotional properties of a 
selection of museum objects”.  A secondary aim was to assess whether a “museum 
object-related discussion for the experimental group that involved touching and 
handling the objects (tactile condition) had greater enrichment potential than for the 
comparison group that involved looking at photographs of the objects (visual 
condition) within the hospital context”. 

2.85 A quantitative assessment of data from semi-structured interviews with 158 
participants was carried out, and baseline and intervention self-report measures were 
used to evaluate the sessions: and “quantitative comparison of pre- and post-session 
scores showed significant increases in wellbeing and happiness and an advantage for 
the tactile condition over the visual condition” 

2.86 Thomson et al (2012a) report that “The study demonstrated statistically significant 
overall enhancement of psychological wellbeing…and subjective wellbeing 
and happiness by …as a result of museum object handling sessions.” 

2.87 In conclusion, the authors state that “The evaluation of a heritage-in-health 
intervention conducted across a range of healthcare contexts suggested that museum 
object handling sessions produced beneficial and therapeutic effects on 
patient wellbeing and happiness, at least in the short term. Similar increases in 
psychological wellbeing across the three positive emotion scales…implied that findings 
were not an artefact of the study but represented real improvement over the duration 
of the object handling session.” 

2.88 Ander et al (2013) “investigated the impact of museum object handling sessions on 
hospital clients receiving occupational therapy in neurological rehabilitation and in an 
older adult acute inpatient mental health service”.  The research involved 82 clients 
and 8 healthcare staff and used a qualitative approach based on objectivist and 
constructionist methods “from which themes typical of the object handling sessions 
were derived”. 

2.89 The main themes that emerged included: “distraction and decreasing negative 
emotion; increasing vitality and participation; tactile stimulation; 
conversational and social skills; increasing a sense of identity; novel 
perspectives and thoughts; learning new things; enjoyment and positive 
emotion” and Ander et al concluded that “Museums and their collections can be a 
valuable addition to cultural and arts occupations, in particular for long-stay hospital 
clients” 

2.90 A study by Solway et al (2015) “aimed to further understand psychological and social 
aspects of object handling in mental health inpatients”.  A series of object handling 
group sessions with 5-12 participants per group took place with older adults from a 
psychiatric inpatient ward with diagnoses of depression or anxiety (n=42).  A 
qualitative, thematic analysis approach identified five main themes: “‘responding to 
object focused questions’, ‘learning about objects and from each other’, ‘enjoyment, 
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enrichment through touch and privilege’, ‘memories, personal associations and 
identity’ and ‘imagination and storytelling’”. 

2.91 Solway et al (2015) concluded that “This study offers preliminary support for 
museum object handling as a group intervention in mental health care with 
potential to develop therapeutic aspects of the sessions. Findings indicate that 
object handling is a novel yet effective intervention with potential for conferring 
additional advantages by conducting sessions in group settings”. 

2.92 Paddon et al (2014) sought to determine the effects of a heritage-in-health 
intervention on well-being where 57 hospital patients participated in semi-structured, 
30–40 minute facilitated interview sessions, “discussing and handling museum objects 
comprising selections of six artefacts and specimens loaned from archaeology, art, 
geology and natural history collections”.  A mixed methods approach used comparison 
of standard quantitative measures of wellbeing pre- and post-session alongside 
qualitative investigation through inductive and deductive thematic analysis.  

2.93 The study found that “comparison of pre- and post-session quantitative measures 
showed significant increases in well-being and happiness” whilst qualitative 
investigation revealed “thinking and meaning-making opportunities for participants 
engaged with objects”.  Paddon et al (2014) concluded that “Heritage-in-health 
sessions enhanced positive mood and social interaction, endorsing the need for 
provision of well-being-related museum and gallery activities for socially excluded or 
vulnerable healthcare audiences”. 

2.94 Thomson et al (2012b) looked at enhancing cancer patient wellbeing with a non-
pharmacological heritage-focused intervention, through studying adult female 
inpatients receiving cancer treatment in oncology wards of a large, central London 
hospital (n=100).  The study used “quantitative measures of psychological well-being 
with proven reliability and validity…in a pretest/post-test control group, quasi-
experimental design”.  

2.95 Results showed that “Levels of positive emotion, well-being, and happiness 
were significantly enhanced in the experimental condition compared with 
the control condition for both oncology and nononcology patients” and led the 
authors to conclude that: “Findings indicate a future role for heritage-focused practices 
in enhancing health care environments.” 

2.96 There are a range of other studies in this area that report similar findings and add 
weight to the overall literature around this area of museums and health – including: 
Thomson et al (2016) who evaluated a museum-object handling intervention for older 
adults in health care settings, and found that “Positive affect and wellness increased 
significantly in acute and elderly and residential care though not psychiatric care 
whereas negative affect decreased and happiness increased in all settings. 
Examination of audio recordings revealed enhanced confidence, social interaction, and 
learning.” , as well as Chatterjee et al (2009a); Chatterjee et al (2009b); and Thomson 
et al (2011). 
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3. MUSEUMS AND COMMUNITIES  

Overview of Museums and Communities  

3.1 The literature around museums and communities supports the contribution and impact 
of museums for the main areas around the national indicators (i.e. ‘perceptions of local 
area’, ‘loneliness’, ‘places to interact’ and ‘social capital’).  

3.2 Given the overlap between these concepts/indicators, much of the literature shows 
contributions to all aspects – most notably between social capital and each of the other 
aspects. 

3.3 In addition, it should be noted that some of the well-being impacts reported in Section 
2 about individual health and mental wellbeing have a community perspective, i.e. 
there is an individual and community impact of the role of museums in a variety of 
ways.  As such, some of the studies referred to below were also included in Section 2 
– but the focus in this section is on the community impacts identified in the studies 
rather than the individual health/wellbeing impacts – which were covered in Section 
2.  

3.4 As noted in Section 1, there is good evidence from the literature about the impact of 
museums in terms of community, and this related to both specific initiatives and 
interventions – i.e. programmes and activities delivered by museums (both museum-
based and via outreach) but also to general museum visiting/engagement. 

3.5 The literature drawn on encompasses evidence from studies that have adopted various 
methods – including quantitative studies of large-scale surveys; quantitative studies of 
research; specific quantitative, qualitative, and mixed-methods studies of both general 
museum engagement and specific museum activities and programmes; as well as 
smaller scale qualitative studies using various approaches.  The range of studies and 
variety of methods and approaches adopted helps to show the breadth and depth of 
literature in this area.  It should be noted however, that much of the literature around 
these communities’ aspects rely on in-depth, qualitative approaches rather than large 
scale quantitative approaches, especially around loneliness and social isolation.  

3.6 The evidence includes examples at the UK-level (which therefore includes Scotland), 
alongside specific examples from within Scotland – as well as specific examples from 
within the UK which are relevant to museums in Scotland.  In addition to which any 
international examples included relate to activities that take place in Scottish museums 
– showing that they are appropriate for inclusion in this review.  

Key Examples – Museums and Communities  

Addressing loneliness and social isolation 

3.7 Examples of studies that have considered the impact of museums in terms of 
addressing loneliness and social isolation include the following. 

3.8 Morse et al (2015) has already featured in the museums and health section, however, 
their findings are equally of relevance to museums and communities.   As noted 
previously, they had a total of 144 participants and using a mixed-methods approach 
“examined the effects of museum outreach sessions on confidence, sociability and 
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wellbeing measures for mental health (n=85) and addiction recovery (n=59) service-
users”. 

3.9 Reflecting on the findings, the authors note that “Quantitative analyses showed highly 
significant effects of all measures taken after the first, middle and last attendance, 
supporting the hypothesis that confidence, sociability and wellbeing would 
improve significantly over the courses of sessions…Differences between first, 
mid and end time-points were highly significant suggesting that, on average, 
participants benefited over the duration of the projects”. 

3.10 The paper concludes that: “Creative museum activities showed increases in 
participant levels of confidence, sociability and wellbeing.”  Furthermore, “the 
mixed-method data showed that participant levels of confidence, sociability and 
wellbeing improved over the course of the museum sessions…” although Morse et al 
(2015) do note that “it is not clear to what extent the nature of the museum-focused 
activities or participation in a collaborative creative process produced gains above that 
of being part of a group.” 

3.11 Todd et al (2017) examined “how museum programmes create opportunities to 
enhance health and wellbeing and mitigate the experience of social isolation in older 
adults”.  Similar to some of the studies under the museums and health section of this 
report, Todd et al (2017) also consider wellbeing, but also dealt with addressing social 
isolation.  

3.12 Adopting a qualitative approach and a grounded theory methodology, “a total of 20 
participants were sampled across age, ethnicity, previous museum attendance, 
educational attainment, mobility levels and most recent healthcare visit. Each 
participant provided multiple data sources that included end of program interviews…3-
month follow-up interviews…and weekly “passports” (diaries).” 

3.13 The study found that “Four explanatory components were identified (interacting social 
context, museum as a positive enabler, individual journey and relational processes) 
illustrating how museum programs and the physical place of a museum 
created opportunities for wellbeing and social inclusion”. 

3.14 Of particular relevance to social inclusion, the component of interacting social context 
noted that “Museums provided a background context in which programs operated, 
influencing group experience and enhancing the potential for change”, and various 
aspects of this were highlighted – evaluating self and others; communicating; social 
engagement; and sharing experiences.  In summary, the authors highlighted that “As 
part of public health initiatives, museum-based programs can help reduce 
isolation and loneliness.” 

3.15 Overgaard & Sørensen (2015) discuss two projects that took place during 2012-15 in 
a Danish museum, where the intention was to “study how the museum space can 
contribute towards an inclusive environment that stimulates the creation of 
communities between socially lonely people”. 

3.16 The projects were an art workshop for mentally vulnerable adults who were often 
stigmatized and therefore felt socially excluded; and a reminiscence workshop for 
lonely elderly people in which the participants talked about their own life-experience 
and discussed the influence particular art had had on their family and on social culture 
in Copenhagen.  The studies were carried out as ethnographic studies using participant 
observation during workshop activities and conducting interviews, and a total of 
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seventeen people participated in two separate art courses whilst nineteen participants 
completed the course (resulting in a total of 36 participants).  

3.17 The way in which the activity was delivered was also noteworthy, with the authors 
stating: “By way of interviews, we can also show that workshop participation was 
meaningful to the group in that it helped them break free from their 
isolation and helped them to feel part of a social community.” 

3.18 Overgaard & Sørensen’s (2015) closing remarks state that “The studies show that, by 
entering into relations with other participants, museum staff and the researcher, the 
participants experience a fuller daily life. We found that people who participated in 
these types of projects experienced a meaningful sense of belonging to the museum. 
They entered into new friendships based on a shared interest in creating art in a 
familiar social community. The companionship they experienced with other participants 
and the museum’s staff brought a sense of purpose to their lives, and in interviews 
many of the project participants indicated that their feelings of loneliness 
lessened during the course. The participants from the reminiscence project 
experienced that by sharing reminiscences they gained new perceptions of themselves 
as well as more self-worth.” 

3.19 Another article which has already featured in the museums and health section, but 
which also examined the impact on social inclusion, was Camic et al (2014).  The study 
involved 24 participants (12 with dementia) and adopted a mixed-methods pre-post 
design using standardised questionnaires and interviews to examine “the impact on 
social inclusion, caregiver burden and quality of life and daily living activities for the 
person with dementia”. 

3.20 Camic et al (2014) found that “Thematic analysis revealed well-being benefits…that 
included positive social impact resulting from feeling more socially included, self-
reports of enhanced cognitive capacities for people with dementia, and an improved 
quality of life” and concluded that “The interventions at both galleries helped 
to foster social inclusion and social engagement, enhance the caring 
relationship between the carers and PWD, support the personhood of PWD, and 
stimulate cognitive processes of attention and concentration.” 

Places to interact and perceptions of the local area 

3.21 On places to interact and perceptions of the local area, seminal work from Newman 
(Newman & McLean (2004); Newman, McLean & Urquhart (2005); and Newman & 
McLean (2006)), highlights the role that museums and museum outreach programmes 
can play. 

3.22 All three of the papers were based on research which captured the experiences around 
four activities – visitors to two exhibitions and two community development projects 
in Glasgow and Newcastle-upon-Tyne.  All the papers adopted a qualitative analysis 
based on a mix of methodologies – interviews, focus groups and questionnaires.  
Whilst not explicitly stated, adding up the number of participants across the various 
methods suggests that there were more than 50 participants (excluding staff, 
organisers, and stakeholder interviews).  

3.23 The paper by Newman, McLean & Urquhart (2005) aimed to “attempt to determine 
the role of museums in combating social exclusion through facilitating active 
citizenship”. 
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3.24 A range of outcomes from participant engagement in the community projects, as well 
as the exhibitions, were identified: “Despite the difficulties associated with living in a 
place like Pollok, respondents, as a result of being involved in the museum 
project, became very proud of where they lived.”; “…participation in the 
community development projects increased self-esteem associated with other 
aspects of identity resulting in greater motivation and confidence”; and that the 
“evidence indicates that the community development projects and exhibitions 
did have a positive impact upon participant’s identity and self-esteem 
providing them with the capacity to become active citizens”. 

3.25 Given these impacts, Newman, McLean & Urquhart (2005) concluded that “museums 
were able to overcome many of the barriers to active citizenship that were identified” 
and emphasised that the “most significant contribution of museums in 
developing active citizens was to provide a context for constructing a sense 
of identity and so develop greater self-confidence”. 

3.26 In summary, the authors noted that it was clear “…that museums can provide the 
context and environment for active citizenship, such as developing confidence and self-
esteem and learning transferable skills” and they also highlighted that “The findings 
also point up the role of community based development projects and outreach”. 

3.27 Newman & McLean (2004) analysed “the results of a research project that aimed to 
determine the ability of museums to ameliorate the effects of social exclusion”, and in 
this case the results of the project were analysed using the constructs of human, social 
cultural and identity capital. 

3.28 They found that there were a range of social benefits for the visitors to the exhibitions 
and the participants in the community development projects.  Of relevance to the 
theme of perceptions of the local area, the paper states that “One of the most 
significant impacts was that the project gave the respondents greater pride 
in the area.” 

3.29 The paper used the various constructs of capital (including social capital), to identify 
a number of themes in the data.  Of particular relevance to this review, “The first 
theme identified in the data was that visitors to the exhibitions and participants 
in the museum-based community development projects were able to 
develop knowledge, skills and competences from that experience.”.  In addition, 
a second major theme “was that visiting the exhibitions and participating in the 
community development projects evaluated facilitated social links and 
networks in a number of different ways”, whilst a recurring theme in the data “was 
the ability of the exhibitions and community development projects to make the 
participants and visitors feel more positive about themselves”. 

3.30 Other literature has identified that projects involving specific community groups can 
help change people’s perceptions of that community.  A key example of this (albeit 
non-peer reviewed) is from an evaluation of the Veterans Reunited Programme carried 
out by Morris Hargreaves McIntyre (2006).  

3.31 The Veterans Reunited Programme brought together different generations in the UK 
to commemorate the 60th anniversary of the end of the Second World War. The 
programme was made up of three programme strands, which between them reached 
over 11 million people.  Museums formed a key part of the programme.  



Literature Review: evidence of impact of museums in the fields of health and wellbeing  

27 

3.32 The evaluation used a mixed methodology and had a total sample of 1,072 people 
(and 67 organisations) for the various primary research methods used (including self-
completion surveys, focus groups, depth interviews, case studies, diaries, evaluation 
forms, workshops).  

3.33 Some of the key evaluation findings – in relation to community and social impacts in 
particular were as follows:  

▪ Generic Learning Outcomes:  83% of people who took part in the programme 
learned more about the Second World War; 81% developed deeper knowledge and 
understanding; 78% felt the experience gave them enjoyment, inspiration or 
creativity; 64% experienced progression in either activity or changed their 
behaviour; 61% changed their attitudes or values; 51% of people 
experienced a societal level impact; 39% developed new or better skills. 

▪ Personal development: As a result of engagement with Veterans Reunited, many 
people have reflected on who they are as individuals and how they connect with 
others; their peers, families, communities and the wider world: 42% of people 
now feel differently about themselves…Veterans particularly feel better 
about themselves and more a part of their communities:  82% feel more 
respected or have pride in their contribution; 58% have a fuller appreciation 
of themselves, of their achievements and of their relationship to and identity with 
their communities; 57% feel differently about being a veteran; 39% feel differently 
about themselves and their abilities. 

▪ Societal impact: These personal outcomes made an impact at a societal level for 
2.5 million people, of whom: 46% feel differently about other groups of 
people / their community (1.2m people); 36% of people feel differently 
about where they live or the UK generally (0.9m people); 14% have a more 
positive appreciation of diversity and a deeper understanding of people of 
different ages, races, religious experiences and backgrounds to themselves (0.4m 
people); 10% feel they have a greater respect for other people (0.3m 
people).  

3.34 MHM (2006) reflected that “These outcomes create greater community cohesion 
and social inclusion”.  

Social capital  

3.35 The overlap between the sub-themes under museums and communities means that 
various aspects of social capital have already been identified in the literature already 
outlined in this section – for example, the work by Newman et al (2004, 2005) 
identified various aspects of social capital that are as relevant here as they area in the 
earlier section.  As such, various aspects of social capital have already been dealt with 
in this section.  

3.36 One additional, notable area around social capital for museums relates to the role of 
volunteering and museums.  As the review carried out by Taylor et al (2015) noted: 
“The most obvious way in which MLA [museums, libraries and archives] promotes 
social capital is through the use of volunteers.” 

3.37 The examples below show both the contribution of museum-based volunteers to 
various aspects of social capital, but also highlight the positive role of engagement 
with museums and culture in relation to levels of volunteering.  
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3.38 A notable example of the impact of volunteering in museums comes from work carried 
out between 2013 and 2016 by IWM North and Manchester Museum – the Inspiring 
Futures: Volunteering for Wellbeing programme, which involved 10 museums and 
galleries in Greater Manchester, and sought to  “to collectively achieve improvement, 
consistency and quality in volunteering practice as a key route to transforming 
wellbeing”.   

3.39 The project trained and supported 231 participants from Greater Manchester into 
volunteering positions within museums and “Participant recruitment was aimed at 
people who were long term unemployed or facing low-level mental wellbeing 
challenges and/or social isolation”. 

3.40 The method for the evaluation adopted a wide ranging mixed-methods approach which 
included consulting with the volunteers; visitors; venues; local statutory and non-
statutory support services; volunteers’ relatives.  Specifically on volunteers, it included: 
in-depth interviews with 40 volunteers; group consultations with 105 Volunteers; 
observed participant behaviour; quantitative survey with 60 learner volunteers; and a 
quantitative longitudinal survey with 40 alumni. 

3.41 The report highlighted that the evaluation “has demonstrated significant 
improvements in participants’ mental and emotional health. It has led to 
improvements in their creativity, aspirations, life satisfaction, social connections 
and reductions in stress”.  It also found that the programme had “led to increased 
levels of volunteering and citizenship, changed attitudes to museums and heritage 
settings, and attitudes to participating in volunteering projects.” 

3.42 The key findings included: over 75% of volunteers reporting a significant 
increase in wellbeing after a year and almost 60% report long term sustained 
wellbeing improvement over 2-3 years, with 30% gaining employment or other 
new opportunities for getting into work. 

3.43 Of particular relevance to the museums and communities theme, “The research 
suggests that there are key benefits of volunteering in museums. In particular, 
participants’ interaction with visitors and with the museums’ collections 
leads to a strong sense of connectedness; participants feel connected to the 
local stories that are told in the museums. This connection to human experiences 
appears to lead to improved self-awareness, belonging, imagination and ability to 
relate better to others. Ultimately it can help improve social relationships for the 
participants.” 

3.44 Finally, whilst not peer-reviewed, the findings from a study by MHM (2015) about the 
scope, scale and impact of volunteering in museums and galleries in Scotland is worth 
highlighting given their relevance. 

3.45 This study used a mixed-methods approach which involved the use of three 
quantitative surveys (museum directors (70 replies), volunteers (134 replies) and paid 
staff (38 replies)), as well as qualitative research through focus groups and telephone 
interviews.  

3.46 One of the findings from the study of direct relevance to this review is in terms of the 
importance of social outcomes for volunteers: “Nearly all volunteers felt that 
volunteering in a museum or gallery had been an enjoyable experience. A strong 
theme from the research was the importance of the social and ‘people’ 
elements of the volunteering experience.  This included meeting and working 
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with others and interacting with the public.  For those who were retired, 
volunteering provided a replacement workplace, in particular the elements of 
camaraderie and team spirit which many missed.” 

3.47 Drawing on some of the key findings, it is clear the various aspects of social capital 
that volunteering in museums in Scotland has directly for the volunteers themselves: 

▪ “49% of volunteers agreed that volunteering at the museum/gallery had 
improved their social life 

▪ 72% of volunteers agreed that volunteering at the museum/gallery had made 
them feel more part of the community they lived in 

▪ 44% of volunteers agreed that volunteering at the museum/gallery had 
increased their self confidence 

▪ 33% of volunteers agreed that volunteering at the museum/gallery had 
improved their mental health 

▪ 62% of volunteers agreed that volunteering in general promotes wellbeing” 

3.48 Results from across the quantitative research surveys found that: 

▪ “91% of volunteers and 84% of paid staff and directors agreed that volunteering 
contributed to deepening the connections between museums and 
communities 

▪ 62% of volunteers and 70% of paid staff and directors agreed that volunteering 
contributed to promoting wellbeing  

▪ 86% of volunteers and 74% of paid staff and directors agreed that volunteering 
contributed to developing stronger communities, by providing opportunities 
for people to socialise and support their local community”.  

3.49 As well as the impact of museum volunteers, the literature also identifies the positive 
role of engagement with museums and culture in relation to levels of volunteering.  

3.50 Research by the National Endowment for the Arts (2009) in the USA looked at the 
patterns of civic and social engagement by art-goers (including those who visit art 
museums or galleries). 

3.51 The research used a large-scale public participation survey (the 2008 Survey of Public 
Participation in the Arts (SPPA) – a supplement to the U.S. Census Bureau’s Current 
Population Survey.  Achieving a response rate of 82% the 2008 SPPA drew from a 
sample of more than 18,000 U.S. adults ages 18 and older). 

3.52 The study found that “Americans who attend arts performances, visit art museums or 
galleries, or read literature are particularly active members of their communities”.  
More specifically, it found that: “…more than half of all adults who attended art 
museums or live arts events said they had volunteered at least once in the 
past year.” 

3.53 Some of the main conclusions from the report included: “…adults who attend art 
museums, art galleries, or live arts performances are far more likely than 
non-attendees to vote, volunteer, or take part in community events” and 
“their relatively high rates of volunteerism continue to prevail, even after adjusting for 
the effects of education, gender, age, parental status, and other demographic factors.”  
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3.54 Of particular relevance to this review, the study also found  “…the volunteer rate for 
art museum visitors was 58 percent—a rate more than double that of adults who did 
not visit art museums. (Art museum visitors are adults who visited art museums or 
galleries in the past 12 months.)” 

3.55 A UK study by Bennett & Parameshwaran (2013) “applied multi-level modelling 
techniques to the Understanding Society dataset to evidence how cultural engagement 
among 10–15-year-olds shapes other types of civic engagement”. 

3.56 The research used data from Wave 2 of Understanding Society to provide “the first 
comprehensive analysis of the factors predicting the frequency of volunteering among 
4,760 youths aged between 10 and 15 years in the UK”. 

3.57 Data collected in 2010 and 2011 from Wave 2 of Understanding Society was used, and 
this contains a large nationally representative sample of young people, who completed 
a youth survey. The data capture self-reported demographics, attitudes, and 
behaviours of respondents, including questions on family background and civic 
activities. The sample used consisted of 4,760 in 3,626 households. 

3.58 Bennett & Parameshwaran (2013) found that “significant differences across social 
classes in the likelihood of volunteering. Higher classes are more likely to be engaged 
than lower classes. However, social class effects become insignificant in the 
model once social and cultural capital measures are included.” 

3.59 They identified that their “composite measure of youth cultural capital has the 
largest and most significant positive effect, suggesting that youths who are 
high in cultural capital are also more likely to volunteer.” 
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4. MUSEUMS AND EDUCATION  

Overview of Museums and Education  

4.1 The literature around museums and education provides evidence to support the 
contribution and impact of museums for the specific national indicator around 
educational attainment, with various studies identifying the impact that museums can 
have on educational attainment and achievement.  

4.2 In addition, there are other aspects where museums can have an impact on education 
beyond attainment – for example, on attitudes to learning, interest in learning, 
motivation to learn, and being inspired to learn as well as understanding of the subject 
and attendance.   

4.3 As noted in Section 1, there is good evidence from the literature about the impact of 
museums in terms of education – although it is acknowledged that some of it is drawn 
from non-peer-reviewed sources (such studies were typically commissioned research 
and evaluations by government departments and national organisations and were 
detailed and substantial research studies and as such are deemed worthy of inclusion).   

4.4 The impact of museums on education is in relation to both specific initiatives and 
interventions – i.e. programmes and activities delivered by museums (both museum-
based and via outreach) but also to general museum visiting/engagement.  However, 
it should be noted that much of the literature identified is about the impact of specific 
initiatives that have boosted the capacity and capability of museums to engage with 
schools, and much of it relates to guided learning/museum-led sessions rather than 
general museum visiting/engagement.  

4.5 The literature drawn on encompasses evidence from studies that have adopted various 
methods (including quantitative studies of large-scale primary research; specific 
quantitative, qualitative, and mixed-methods studies of specific museum activities and 
programmes; as well as smaller scale qualitative studies using various approaches) – 
showing the range and diversity of the type of evidence that underpins the literature 
used. 

4.6 The evidence includes examples at the UK-level (which therefore includes Scotland), 
alongside specific examples from within Scotland – as well as specific examples from 
within the UK which are relevant to museums in Scotland.  In addition to which any 
international examples included relate to activities that take place in Scottish museums 
– showing that they are appropriate for inclusion in this review.  

4.7 Many of Scotland’s museums work with school-aged children – across the full spectrum 
of primary, secondary and further education.  As such, the examples below are very 
likely to apply to the education activities of Scotland’s museums.  Whilst some of the 
evidence is drawn from evaluations of specific education programmes elsewhere, it is 
thought that the literature findings are transferable to the types of education activities 
and programmes that Scotland’s museums typically deliver.  

Key Examples – Museums and Education  

4.8 Many of the studies included here looked at both educational attainment and 
achievement and also other aspects of education – e.g. interest in learning, attitude 
to learning, motivation, inspiration, understanding etc. and therefore most of the 
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studies included contribute to education achievement as well as others aspects of 
education. 

4.9 The first studies featured draw from a range of work carried out by academics at the 
Research Centre for Museum and Galleries. 

4.10 Watson et al (2007) looked at the impact of museum visits on the attainment of 
secondary pupils in the east of England.  In particular, the research “…sought to 
investigate the impact that museums in the East of England region have on the 
attainment of secondary-age pupils completing an assessed piece of work as a result 
of their museum visit”  with all the sessions planned and facilitated by professional 
museum staff.  

4.11 There were six museums and nine schools involved in the research study – the schools 
provided assessment marks for their pupils and, in most cases, pupils and teachers 
completed questionnaires at the end of their museum visit: “In total, assignment marks 
for 762 pupils were provided by the schools and 451 pupils completed a questionnaire 
about their learning experiences immediately after their museum visit.” 

4.12 The authors note that “the evidence obtained has helped us to understand more about 
the impact that museums can have on the attainment of secondary age pupils” with a 
key achievement highlighted in the report being “Museums have a positive impact 
on attainment - 60% of pupils in this study achieved a higher mark for their 
assessed piece of work after a museum visit when compared to three 
previous assignment marks”. 

4.13 In addition, the study also found that: “Over 90% of pupils agreed that they had 
enjoyed their experience and that they had discovered some interesting things from 
the visit… 89% felt that the museum was a good place to learn in a different 
way from school, whilst 85% agreed that the visit had given them a better 
understanding of the subject. A very positive 84% of pupils could make sense 
of most of things they did at the museum, and 78% of pupils felt more 
inspired as a result”.   

4.14 Furthermore, “…71% also agreed that they had left the museum more 
interested in the subject than when they came…the museum content, although 
pitched at pupils of various abilities, was suitable for most pupils to understand and 
make sense of.  An overwhelming 85% of pupils agreed that they could make 
sense of most of the things that they saw and did at the museum”. 

4.15 A study entitled ‘Inspiration, Identity, Learning: The Value of Museums’ by Hooper-
Greenhill et al (2007) evaluated a national/regional museum partnership programme 
in England.    

4.16 The 2006-7 evaluation included a survey of teachers  (n=407) and a survey of pupils 
(n=7,253)  (as well as other primary research).  The report was also able to draw on 
three previous evaluation reports (some of which are featured elsewhere in this 
section) so the findings were able to draw on questionnaires from almost 3,600 
teachers and more than 64,000 pupils.  

4.17 The evaluation’s findings included the fact that “A strong emphasis was found in the 
museums in the…programme on working towards social inclusion”.  In addition, it 
noted that there was “strong evidence of powerful learning outcomes for 
pupils”.  
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4.18 The evaluation found that the vast majority of pupils of all ages (over 90%) enjoy their 
museum visits and think they have learnt something.  The study noted that “Older 
boys are surprisingly enthusiastic about their museum experience: 89% agreeing that 
they had enjoyed it; 60% saying they had been inspired ; 90% agreeing that they had 
discovered some interesting new things”. 

4.19 Looking specifically at younger pupils (Key Stage 2 and below – i.e. aged under 11), 
the study found that: “92% enjoyed using the museum; 92% learnt some interesting 
new things; 82% could understand most of the things they saw and did; 87% said 
working with the museum was exciting; 72% said it had given them lots of ideas for 
things they could do; 75% reported that what they learned will be useful for other 
things; and 77% wanted to find out more.” 

4.20 For older pupils (Key Stages 3,4, and 5 – i.e. aged 11 to 17) the evaluation reported: 
“91% enjoyed the day; 61% said that working with the museum has been very 
inspiring for them; 91% discovered some interesting things; 82% feel they have 
a better understanding of the subject; 70% reported it was a good chance to 
pick up new skills; for 65% using the museum was a good chance to learn in new 
ways they had not considered before; 84% said they could make sense of most of the 
things they saw and did; 68% would like to do this again; and 58% are now much 
more interested in the subject than when they started.” 

4.21 As well as the impact reported by pupils, teachers “continue to value the inspirational 
quality of museum work because it enables their pupils to better understand 
their subject” with specific findings including: “…99% of teachers think their pupils 
enjoyed the museum experience; 94% of teachers think their pupils will have gained 
subject-related facts; 82% of teachers think the museum experience is likely to 
influence classroom teaching; 94% of teachers think their pupils are likely to have 
developed thinking skills and 89% communication skills; 94% of teachers think 
museums will enable their pupils to feel more positive about learning.” 

4.22 An earlier study by Hooper-Greenhill et al (2004) evaluated the impact of the 
Renaissance in the Regions Education Programme, which was intended to help with 
the “development and improvement of the learning and education potential of 
museums.” 

4.23 This mixed-methods evaluation, which looked at the early phases of the programme, 
involved primary research – quantitative data was collected via questionnaires with 
both teachers (936 participants) and pupils (20,604 participants) and qualitative data 
via focus groups and interviews.  

4.24 In terms of results from the teacher survey, the study found that “very high numbers 
of teachers in the study regarded museums as very important (58%) or important 
(37%) to their teaching….56% of teachers thought that they would be exploring new 
ideas with their pupils, and 52% expected creative writing as an outcome….Learning 
about a subject was regarded as the most likely knowledge-related outcome by 
teachers, with 73% thinking it very likely that pupils would have gained subject-specific 
facts as a result of the museum visit.” 

4.25 Furthermore, “over half of the teachers in the study were confident that the museum 
visit would have been very likely to have increased the positive feelings of their 
pupils towards learning (51%) and towards museums and galleries (51%)…. 
teachers were enthusiastic about increased subject-related understanding with 71% 
judging that this would be very likely. 49% of teachers thought increased 
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motivation to learn was very likely….over half of the teachers (53%) thought it 
was very likely that thinking skills would have been increased as a result of the museum 
visit.” 

4.26 Perspectives from the pupils reinforced these findings, drawing on the 20,604 pupils 
who completed the questionnaires which asked about their response to the visits they 
had just completed.  Of the 17,198 younger pupils (aged 6-11 years), “94% agreed 
that they had enjoyed the visit, 90% agreed that they had learnt some new things and 
87% agreed that a visit was useful for school work.”  

4.27 Of the 3,406 older pupils (aged 11-18 years) “…87% agreed that they had learnt some 
interesting things from their visit, and 82% agreed that museums are good places to 
learn in a different way to school. 73% of the pupils agreed that the visit had given 
them lots to think about. It is very pleasing to see that over half the older pupils 
(58%) agreed that a museum visit makes schoolwork more inspiring. And 
over half of the respondents (55%) agreed that they might visit again.” 

4.28 The report concluded that “the pupils’ evidence supports the evidence from the 
teachers very strongly. Both teachers and pupils agree that museums are inspiring 
places to learn in new ways that stimulate increased interest in learning. 
Curiosity is awoken, and this stimulates enquiry and search for information. The 
multiple teaching methods used effectively by museum staff combined with learning 
from objects in a new, rich and unexpected environment enable the vast majority of 
pupils to find something in which to take an interest, and at which to succeed as a 
learner. The result is an increased feeling of self-worth and an increase in positive 
learner identities.” 

4.29 These findings were reinforced by a further study carried out by Hooper-Greenhill et 
al (2006) which evaluated the programme at a later stage. 

4.30 Dodd et al (2002) assessed the impact of The Open Museum initiative in Glasgow. As 
noted in the report, The Open Museum was an innovative project which aimed “to take 
museum collections out to those communities which the museums were failing to 
reach. This was The Open Museum, which began as a pilot project in 1990”. 

4.31 The method for the consultations carried out was a combination of 8 in depth face to 
face interviews with key staff and teaching/community professionals and 8 interviews 
with project participants supported by further telephone interviews – a total of 23 
consultees.   

4.32 The study identified a range of outcomes – many of which fit within the health impacts 
set out in Section 2 (e.g. self-esteem, self-confidence), and the community/social 
impacts set out in Section 3 (“…feel less marginalised, less insignificant, less unheard. 
These increased feelings of self-worth will affect whatever else they choose to do.”).  
In addition, the museum “…enabled a process of transformation to take place in these 
individuals; a process that has impacted on individuals’ knowledge, skills, behaviour, 
attitudes, life condition, and their status”. 

4.33 In terms of specific education and learning impacts, the report noted under the 
heading of ‘Enhancing formal and informal learning’: “In relation to learning, 
engagement with objects led to very concrete outcomes. In many examples, 
use of museum objects led to not only higher levels of interest and motivation 
but also tangible improvements in written work, more exciting practical work 
and improved examination grades.” 
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4.34 Arts Council England commissioned an evaluation of the Museums and Schools 
Programme (SQW (2018)).  The programme was established in 2012, and whilst 
“originally set up with ten partnerships, there are now 14 partnerships that have been 
established through the programme. Each involves museums working closely with local 
schools to provide quality engagement opportunities for pupils.” 

4.35 The evaluation involved a mix of methods including case studies, interviews as well as 
a survey of schools which received 149 responses.   

4.36 The findings from the school survey included: “overwhelmingly positive views on 
the learning impact statements for children proposed in the survey”.   Examples 
included:  “…100% of respondents either strongly agreed or agreed that activities 
were relevant to the curriculum (146 respondents), provided positive learning 
experiences (146) and provided an authentic learning experience (147)” and 
“…100% of schools responding either strongly agreed or agreed that pupils 
responded positively to learning in a different environment (147) and pupils 
enjoyed the activity (144)”. 

4.37 A social impact programme assessment was carried out by AEA Consulting (2005) on 
behalf of Tyne and Wear Museums and Bristol Museums, Galleries and Archives.  The 
aim was to assess the social impact of various programmes delivered by the museums. 

4.38 The evaluation of the programmes included questionnaires of a sample of participants 
(n=63, accounting for around 10% of all participants), and key  findings in terms of 
social impacts were:  “95% - learned anything new; 88% - increased confidence; 
88% - increased pride in culture and traditions; 85% - increased desire to learn; 
83% - explore ideas, values and dreams; 79% - made friends; 77% - inspired 
creativity; 65% - developed skills; 64% - positively impacted health and wellbeing”. 

4.39 The Manchester Museums and Galleries Partnership in Education (MAGPIE) 
programme ran from 2004 to 2010.  The partners shared aims for the programme 
were “to enable collaborative ways of working to develop between classroom and 
museum and gallery professionals and to raise attainment in writing at Key Stage 2.”  
The project was evaluated by Stanley (2006 and 2008) and reviewed by MLA 
Renaissance North West (2011).   

4.40 The evaluations found overall that “the MAGPIE programme achieved an increase 
in pupil attainment in writing that was 35% greater than nationally set 
expectations for progress. In fact the impacts of the programme were much 
wider in terms of developing emotional and social skills and positive 
attitudes to learning including confidence, motivation and inspiration” 
(Stanley 2006).  

4.41 Furthermore, “58% of Head Teachers questioned during the evaluation process 
reported that MAGPIE had improved pupil engagement in writing and 74% of Head 
Teachers believed that it had led to a more cross curricular approach to writing” 
(Stanley 2008). 

4.42 According to Stanley (2006) quoted in by MLA Renaissance North West (2011), pupils 
involved in museum and gallery literacy activities through the MAGPIE programme 
have: 

▪ “Enhanced the quality of their writing through hands on, real life experience 
and language development 
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▪ Improved their speaking and listening skills, leading to improved writing 
across a variety of subject areas and age groups but with particular success in 
Early Years 

▪ Written at a greater length and with improved levels of concentration - 
teachers felt that the museum and gallery sessions provided the children with a 
context and purpose for writing and exciting visual and written material to write 
about  

▪ Increased enjoyment of the curriculum and willingness to experiment with new 
ideas and techniques - teachers felt that MAGPIE fed positive attitudes to 
learning, improved children’s confidence to share ideas and contribute 
to discussion”. 

4.43 Bemberger et al (2008) sought to “…describe and understand the range of outcomes 
of class visits to natural history museums”.  The study used semi-structured interviews 
with 50 students (grades 6 to 8 – i.e. aged 11 to 14) on the day following the visit. 

4.44 The authors found “evidence that students expressed several learning outcomes, 
connected directly and indirectly to the scientific content of the visit”, and identified 
‘content-oriented outcomes’ that included “acquiring scientific knowledge and making 
connections to prior knowledge”; ‘social-oriented outcomes’ “regarding communicating 
knowledge and social aspects of learning”; and ‘interest-oriented outcomes’ 
“evidenced by students’ expressions about emotions, interest and curiosity”.  

4.45 Using a sample of 96 secondary school students, who took part in two different 
versions of a guided tour at a museum in Germany, Stavrova & Urhahne (2010) 
examined “the nature, conditions, and outcomes of student learning from an organised 
guided tour in the Deutsches Museum in Munich” and found that  “Participation in both 
programs resulted in student knowledge gains”.  

4.46 The authors concluded that “the present study contributed to museum learning 
research in several ways. First, it provided further evidence of student cognitive 
learning from organised museum visits. Second…providing more 
opportunities for group work or supporting active student participation, can 
significantly improve student motivational and emotional states during the 
visit and are successful in promoting student understanding. Third, the results 
provide further insights into factors influencing student museum learning: thus, 
specific emotional states, and namely, anger experienced during the visit, were found 
to explain student learning outcomes when other previously established predictors are 
considered.” 
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5. MUSEUMS AND CHILDREN  

Overview of Museums and Children  

5.1 The evidence around museums and children (excluding the aspects linked to education 
dealt with in the previous section) is an area where there seems to be a very limited 
amount of peer-reviewed literature on the impact of museums, especially when looking 
for literature specifically around the key national indicators identified (i.e. ‘child social 
and physical development’ and ‘child wellbeing and happiness’). 

5.2 Given that the national indicator on child social and physical development relates to 
an assessment of children at their 27-30 month review, there does not seem to be any 
literature on the impact of museums on children of this age in terms of their social and 
physical development.   

5.3 Much of the impact of museums on children is captured in the education aspects set 
out in the previous section (Section 4), which not only relate to attainment and 
achievement but other aspects around attitude/motivation/interest around learning for 
children.  So, whilst there are examples of the impact of museums on learning 
(including attitudes, motivation, understanding, interest, etc.) these relate to school-
age children.   

5.4 In relation to child wellbeing and happiness – whilst Section 2 has identified literature 
which clearly shows the impact of museums on health and wellbeing, this is very much 
focused on adults – with much of the research (primary or secondary) in the literature 
either involving adults or using secondary data about adult wellbeing and health – 
either in general, or on specific groups/types of adults.  As such, it is difficult to use 
this evidence to support any impact of museums on child wellbeing and happiness – 
especially as defined by the relevant national indicators around children.  

5.5 As such, there is very little (if any) relevant additional literature to include in this 
section.  

5.6 This, of course, does not mean that museums do not offer activities around these 
national indicators, simply that there is little (if any) literature about the impacts of 
such  activities.   Therefore, this is clearly an area that would require further research 
to identify the impact of museums directly in relation to the national indicators around 
‘child social and physical development’ and ‘child wellbeing and happiness’. 

Example – Museums and Children  

5.7 One example from the literature around museums and children related to social and 
physical development is from Polinksy et al (2017) which looked at using children’s 
museums to bolster spatial reasoning.  However, it looked at four-year olds, and 
so does not directly link to the national indicator on development noted above.  

5.8 In particular, the study involved 104 child and 111 parent participants and sought to 
assess whether “short naturalistic, spatial language interactions also evoke improved 
spatial performance”.  Parents were asked to interact with their child at a block wall 
exhibit in a children's museum. 

5.9 According to the authors, the results indicate that “a short spatial language interaction, 
including shape- or goal-language, can encourage greater spatial language production 
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by parent–child dyads and improve children’s subsequent puzzle performance. 
Engaging with children through guided play, while emphasizing spatial terms and 
relationships, improves their performance after a delay on a repeated puzzle”. 
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