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During October and November 2014, I conducted research for my Educational 

Psychology Master’s thesis at the Blanton Museum of Art with 89 museum visitors and 

71 students recruited through the University subject pool. Study participants viewed 

three contemporary artworks in the Susman gallery1 and responded to questionnaires 

regarding their interpretation confidence and interest in the works. For half of the 

participants (n=79) labels for the artworks were covered while viewing and responding 

to the questionnaire. The other half of participants (n=81) were asked to read the labels 

for the artworks before writing a response. Immediately following their museum visit, 

subject pool students also participated in a 20-40 minute focus group with up to 7 other 

participants. These 15 recorded discussions were transcribed and analyzed for common 

themes by myself and two undergraduate research assistants. The following report 

condenses the findings from this project and provides information unique to the 

Blanton Museum of Art. For extended discussion of the findings, reference the pages of 

the full thesis report included in the footnotes.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Interpretive Confidence and Interest 

Interpretive self-efficacy, or confidence for making sense of or explaining an artwork, 

was an important factor determining a participant’s interest in a piece. Art viewers with 

high self-efficacy had slightly higher interest, and those with low self-efficacy 

correspondingly had low interest.2 Participants who read labels reported slightly higher 

self-efficacy and interest, but did not show statistically significant differences from 

participants with covered labels3. On average, participants were more interested in the 

work than they were confident; mean self-efficacy scores were half a point lower than 

mean interest scores. This means that although a visitor might not be completely 

confident when looking at an artwork, interest can still be triggered by the objects in the 

museum (e.g. curiosity). 

 

                                                 
1 Works used were Seepage by El Anatsui Interpretation challenge level: Easy; 2244Módulos by Isabel Del Río level: Difficult; and 

Sternenfall by Anselm Kiefer level: Medium 
2 Pg. 53 
3 Pg. 54 
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Prior Knowledge and Interpretive Confidence 

Among museum visitors, 20 participants (22%) 

were considered to have high prior knowledge in 

art or museums4. Prior knowledge had a significant 

effect on self-efficacy, but not a significant effect 

on interest. For artworks designated as “low 

challenge” and “high challenge”, participants with 

high prior knowledge reported significantly higher 

self-efficacy than low prior knowledge visitors. 

Since challenge levels were ascribed by the 

researcher and museum staff, they are not 

necessarily reflective of visitor perception of 

challenge when viewing those artworks. Future 

studies would help to discern whether a visitor’s 

perception of an artwork’s challenge level also 

holds importance for the effect of prior knowledge 

on self-efficacy.  

 

Subject pool student participants, who were recruited due to their lack of museum 

experience, had significantly lower self-efficacy than museum visitors, but the groups 

did not significantly differ in levels of interest5. Participants were not selected for low 

self-efficacy, but for low prior knowledge. This finding helps to back the idea that those 

visiting a museum by choice might have heightened self-efficacy due to accrued cultural 

capital and comfort in the space6. The notion that regular museum visitors hold higher 

self-efficacy than those who shared their perspectives in the focus groups should be 

noted as discussion turns to what low self-efficacy interpretations look like and what 

museums can do to support interpretive self-efficacy and interest.  

 

Interpretive Profiles for Low Background Visitors Viewing Contemporary Art 

Subject pool participants shared their personal responses to the three required artworks 

in the space. Responses were highly dependent on three different variables: prior 

knowledge (what I know), self-efficacy (what I can understand), and how challenging 

they considered an artwork (what information the artwork makes accessible).  The 

following chart breaks down common participant responses based on these elements: 

 

 

 

                                                 
4 Pg. 48; All subject pool participants were pre-screened to limit the focus group portion to individuals with low prior knowledge. 
5 Pg. 59; Self-efficacy means for subject pool (2.95) and visitors (3.32) had a 0.37 point difference. 
6 Pg. 21; Bourdieu, P. & Darbel, A. (1991). The Love of Art [original: L’amour de l’art, 1966]. Cambridge: Polity Press. 
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Although labels did not have a measurable significant effect on self-efficacy or interest 

in contemporary artworks, their presence or lack thereof was certainly deemed 

important7. For those verbally indicating low interpretive self-efficacy, discussion 

centered around frustration while looking at pieces whose meaning felt inaccessible, 

both for participants with and without labels. 

Without labels, many participants hesitated to 

share their interpretations with the group. 

They relied on aesthetic preferences to form 

judgments about the work, if at all. In its most 

extreme form, visitors described inaccessible 

art as being arbitrary or worthless. Those who 

did read labels frequently used language that 

reflected label text; occasionally, appreciation of an artwork was due to a connection 

with the context provided on the label, rather than the work itself8. Participants with 

high self-efficacy did not depend as much on labels. They expressed interest in a piece 

based on artwork aesthetics and personal associations or philosophies.   

                                                 
7
 Pg. 61 
8 Pg. 62 

Prior 

knowledge 

Self-

efficacy 

Perceived 

challenge of 

artwork 

Common Responses Reactions 

Low Low High 
“Why is this here?” “What does it mean?” 

“What does the artist want me to know?” 

Perplexed, Confused, 

Dismissive 

Low High High 
“I’m not sure what this is, but it’s 

interesting. Maybe it’s about____.” 

Thoughtful, 

Open  to multiple meanings 

Low Low Low 
“This is beautiful, I like it.” 

“This looks like an object I’m familiar with.” 

Judge aesthetics, 

Spur memory & personal 

associations 

Low High Low 

“This makes me feel ___.” 

“I think about a specific concept when I see 

this.” 

Emotional connections, 

Cerebral & philosophical 

considerations, Happy 

having interpretive authority 

High High --- 
“I’ve seen art like this before.” 

“I recognize this and I belong here.” 

Belonging, Familiarity, 

Comfort 

Sometimes the label has just who did it, 

when, and what it's called. If you don't know 

a lot about it, you're like, “Why is this art?” 

My step-dad, he's like, “How is this art, it's 

just splattered paint.” But if there's a 

description, he'd be like, “Oh, I get it.” 

Responses to Contemporary Works 
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How Infrequent Visitors Use Labels 

Labels were considered a useful framework 

to guide thinking, a source of authority to 

use to “check if I’m right” (or as an 

interesting comparison for more self-

efficacious participants), and a way to 

gather pointers or tips when looking at the 

piece to help form participants’ own 

interpretations. As a result of the study design, just over half of participants viewed 

artworks without labels, discussed their interpretations as a group, and later were 

allowed to read the labels during the focus group. Often, these participants remarked 

that they enjoyed the delayed release of information; being “forced” to consider a 

work on their own for a period of time allowed them to make more careful observations, 

formulate opinions and begin to interpret the piece, but being allowed to view the label 

provided reassurance and satisfied questions that arose during this viewing period9. 

Participants also disclosed that they are selective readers, both in which labels and 

how extensively they read. Selective readers said that an aesthetic attraction to a work 

would be impetus for reading a label, not due to curiosity or to help explain a confusing 

piece. Furthermore, several explained they typically skim or read only portions of labels. 

 

Several techniques for approaching an artwork in a museum setting appeared to be 

used regularly. Similar to the delayed release of information appreciated by those in the 

no-label group, the practice of viewing, interpreting, and then reading the label 

likewise was a popular approach strategy. These viewers are fledgling interpreters. They 

see value in their own interpretations of a piece, but their hesitance about their own 

abilities, search for more information, or 

curiosity about the institution’s interpretive 

approach usually guides them to the label 

after a period of time. The glance, read, view, 

interpret approach strategy group enjoyed 

using labels as a starting point. For works they 

are attracted to, they immediately look at 

labels to guide their looking. The view, 

interpret approach strategy was not common in the focus group, likely due to the 

group’s demonstrated low self-efficacy. However, those who did utilize this technique 

fell into one of two groups. Some verbally demonstrated higher levels of self-efficacy, 

explaining that they enjoyed forming their own interpretation and were not dependent 

on a label to guide their thoughts. The other sub-set of this group appreciated the value 

                                                 
9 Pg. 69 

Contributed by Infrequent Visit Participants 

Why use a label?, 2015 
 

- Framework to guide thinking 

- “Check if I’m right”  

- Gather tips and tricks to direct looking 

 

I read labels because I don't have 

experience in interpreting art.  

Maybe if I was an art aficionado I'd not 

require the labels, but for now, yeah;  

I need them to better understand what 

the artist wants to convey. 
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supplied by labels, but did not utilize them regularly simply because they did not like to 

read.  The final method was characterized by a glance, move on strategy. Most often, 

this approach was described as being used when participants were not attracted to or 

interested in a particular work of art, but may also be employed in scenarios not 

addressed within this study (e.g. crowded spaces, famous landmark works, under time 

pressure). Participants talked about having a preference for given approach strategy, but 

visitor observations may be a way to further clarify whether these visit techniques are 

consistent within an individual or if they vary based on other factors.  
 

Approach 

Strategies 

View 

Interpret 

Read 

Glance 

Read 

View 

Interpret 

View 

Interpret 

Glance 

Move On 

 Medium: Lowest: Highest: Unknown: 

Self-Efficacy 

Level 

Makes own 

interpretations, but 

hesitant about 

abilities or looks for 

additional support 

Relies on label 

interpretation to 

understand artwork 

Forms own 

interpretations 
 

or 
 

Not-applicable: 

Dislikes reading 

Not interested in 

the piece,  

does not engage 

with the piece 

extensively 

Label Purpose 

• to check personal 

interpretation 

• to gather hints 

• to answer specific 

questions 

• to begin 

interpretations  

• as a framework 

to guide thinking 

Does not use 

labels 

Does not use 

labels 

 

Content Infrequent Visitors Want on a Label  

Again, feelings of self-efficacy were prevalent while describing preferred content for 

labels. Most popular was insight into an artist’s point of view, including their motives, 

inspiration, and intended message10. Participants believe that meaning is especially 

difficult to decipher for contemporary pieces, and the artist has the ultimate authority in 

the (cryptic) message they attempt to convey. Closely followed by this was background; 

participants were curious about historical, 

cultural, and geographical context to provide 

added understanding of a piece.  Third most 

common was the artist’s process and 

materials. Visitors liked to visualize the process 

and consider the effort an artist went through 

to create the work in front of them.  

                                                 
10 Pg. 73 

I think it would help to have a brief 

introduction to what you're seeing. For 

someone who doesn't really follow art, it's 

weird to just jump into art where we are now, 

when it's a culmination of what's gone on in 

the past that's brought us up to where we 

are now. 
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Attitudes toward Participating in Interactive Activities 

When presented with the hypothetical interactive activity pictured below, participants 

were generally intrigued11. The majority (39%) said they would participate with the 

interpretive activity and a quarter of the group said that they would observe it but not 

personally interact. Another quarter was unsure, or said they would participate in certain 

conditions, while the smallest proportion (9%) said they do not like interactive devices. 

Participation was believed to lead to increased understanding of a piece, deeper 

engagement, and higher interpretive self-efficacy. Likewise, participants said they could 

see interactives as a way to make works 

more interesting if aesthetics do not 

initially draw their attention. Barriers to 

participation included social stigma, 

disturbing the environment, and lack of 

interest in the specific activity. Those 

who said “it depends,” shared that 

visiting with a social group or children 

would lead them to participate more 

than if they visited alone, that they liked 

interactives in general but were not 

                                                 
11 Pg. 79; Interactive activity is pictured above, and was created by the Family & Community Programs team for Explore UT 2014. This 

activity’s directions and the included image were shown to focus groups and they responded with their perceptions of the activity in 

relation to Isabel Del Rio’s 2244 Módulos, 

0% 25% 50% 75% 100%

Other

No interpretation

Expert point of view

Relevance

Highlights

Personal response

How it's made

Backgound

Aritist point of view

Total

Visitors

Focus

Groups

Popular Topics for Contemporary Art Labels 
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interested in the activity that they were shown, or that they would participate if the 

activity addressed a different artwork. 

 

Concerns over negative learning consequences were mostly voiced by those indicating 

high self-efficacy, arguing that an activity would take away from their ability to 

formulate personal interpretations. There were also complaints that the activity was 

futile. These individuals were more interested in participating when there was a take-

home product or if they were helping the museum achieve a goal. 

 

Learning goals and self-efficacy were 

generally thought to be supported by the 

activity; participants considered the activity 

helpful for contextualizing the work within 

their personal experience and led them to 

new questions and considerations about the piece. Although many appreciated the 

related but not replicating nature of the activity, some revealed that an activity which 

did not directly translate concepts presented on the label would confuse them.  These 

participants hoped for something that reflects what was written on the label to help 

them build a solid schema to view the work. Others voiced concern that an interactive 

activity would not fit in with their concept of an art museum environment. Several spoke 

of art museums as sterile, cold, quiet, serious spaces not conducive to touching, 

examining, making, or doing like they would be more comfortable doing in a science or 

children’s museum.   

 

Participants offered mixed views on when and where they would prefer to see or 

interact with an interactive activity. Those who were in favor of encountering the activity 

before or simultaneously with the work thought it was fundamental to building their 

conception of the work. They wanted interpretive activities where they would expect to 

find a label in order to see the work while participating. Others preferred to experience 

the interpretive activity in a removed, unintegrated space after viewing the piece to 

maintain the calm, contemplative mood of the existing museum gallery and prevent 

spoiling initial impressions of the work. They 

said an interactive space situated at the end 

of a visit is most useful to review and renew 

ways of thinking about the piece.  

 

 

  

I like it. I think it's interactive. It makes you 

simulate what the artist was doing and it 

makes you relate to the art in a different way. 

It makes you think. 

It should be kinda close so you know it goes 

with that art, but I like how quiet art 

museums are and you can just be in your 

own head. If it was right there, people might 

be joking with their friends and it might 

distract from the other work. 
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How to Increase Interest in Contemporary Art 

Finally, participants suggested ways museums could be more attractive and inclusive for 

people who do not regularly view contemporary art. Their perspectives are summarized 

below: 

 

 

 

 

Underlying these suggestions is the desire 

for more guidance throughout an art 

museum experience with contemporary 

works. 12 

 

 

 

Clear connections exist between self-efficacy and interest in contemporary art. With this 

knowledge, art museums can continue to refine interpretation techniques to support 

self-efficacy, especially for visitors who do not regularly view contemporary art and have 

low background knowledge. Although labels did not show significant differences in 

levels of self-efficacy, this could be influenced by the study design; required looking and 

responding to a questionnaire could act as a self-efficacy support on its own. To reach 

and be a resource to its broader public, art museums must support visitor interpretive 

self-efficacy, particularly in regards to contemporary art.  

                                                 
12 Immersive art installations or new works on display were also thought to draw in new visitors and hanging works based on 

obvious themes were considered helpful for deciphering contemporary pieces. 

Interactive activities and  

studio-style art-making were popular 

suggestions for ways to make a work 

more memorable and engaging. 

Add participation.  

Events with food, alcohol, and 

socializing helps get new visitors in the 

door and brings art into their lives in a 

way they are comfortable engaging. 

Make it a party. 

The art museum atmosphere  

can be intimidating for new visitors; 

some were apprehensive about being 

watched by gallery monitors  

dressed “like the secret service”. 

Chill out.  

Guided visits or museum staff  

available within the galleries to answer 

questions or direct looking encourages 

deeper thinking and appreciation. 

Answer questions. 

Additional information,  

straightforward insights, and help 

tailoring self-guided visits increase  

familiarity with contemporary art. 

Communicate. 

For more information, please see: 

Wilson, L. M. (2015). Museum Visitors’ Self-Efficacy and Interest in Contemporary Art.  Unpublished Master’s thesis. University of  

Texas at Austin 

Or email: wilson.laurenmichelle@gmail.com 


