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FREE ADMISSION TO MUSEUMS AND MONUMENTS: 

AN EXPLORATION OF SOME PERCEPTIONS OF THE AUDIENCES . 

Abstract 

This paper considers the theme of the audiences’ perceptions of free admission in national 

French museums and monuments. The results show that, from an individual perspective, 

perceptions of free admission are linked to perceptions of price, of money and of payment, 

hence complementing perceptions expressed in a collective perspective (a symbolic, political 

measure, causing either adhesion or rejection). These perspectives are generally put forward 

by both advocates and opponents of the measure in their discussions. This different vision of 

free admission has managerial implications for managers of museums and monuments. 
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 3

FREE ADMISSION TO MUSEUMS AND MONUMENTS: AN EXPLORA TION OF 

SOME PERCEPTIONS OF THE AUDIENCES. 

The concept of exemption from payment is not restricted to museums and monuments, and 

has in fact been a key issue in discussions between philosophers (notably quarrels opposing 

Socrates and the Sophists on the value of the reflections of philosophers), and in novels (the 

gratuitous murders in Les caves du Vatican by Gide, or Othello by Shakespeare). The 

transport sector (urban transport systems in several French towns such as Compiègne, 

Issoudun and Châteauroux), the general public press sector (METRO, 20 minutes, SPORT), 

the scientific press (PLoS Biology and PLoS Medicine), computer systems and the software 

sector (Linux, GNU’s, Openoffice, Mozilla), the music sector (peer-to-peer exchange of 

musical files) today all face non financial exchanges. A founding principle of museums and 

monuments, free admission belongs to their original ideology. It constitutes the symbol of 

democracy and the collective ownership of culture, as well as portraying those places as 

public centres of education. When museums and monuments progressively started to appeal 

to the market in the 1980s, free admission became the issue of passionate recurrent 

discussions. As stated by Gombault (2003), little by little, it gave way to various fee schemes 

which included targeted measures of reduction and exoneration, then progressively, in the 

past ten years, according to institutions, to true pricing strategies. Today, in an almost 

consensual market oriented patrimonial world, the issue of free admission is in the news 

again. The movement which began in the United Kingdom is spreading to all of Europe. In 

France, its installation has evolved in several stages: in 1996, at the Minister of Culture’s 

instigation, the Louvre’s entrance fee was waived on the first Sunday of each month during a 

two year experimental period. Considered as a success, in 1998, the measure was established 
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 4

on a permanent basis. In 2000, the measure was extended to all national museums and 

monuments. Numerous towns adopted the measure in municipal museums, especially Paris 

in 2002. However, even if advocates of free admission welcome this move because of its 

conformity to the original ideology of a collective heritage, justifying the scheme’s success 

on increased attendance figures, quantitative studies demonstrate that it is a kind of 

short-term “honeymoon effect” and that in the middle or long term, free admission has no 

effect on attendance (Bailey et al., 1997b, 1998; Dickenson, 1993; O'Hare, 1975; O'Hagan, 

1995). Furthermore, there is another question which those studies do not answer and that, 

paradoxically, cultural managers rarely deal with as they take the answer for granted: “what 

does the audience think of free admission? Is this ideal of culture also supported by the 

audience?” as Claude Fourteau, in charge of public relations in the Louvre museum at the 

time of the introduction of free admission, and a pioneer of this reflection, would ask evoking 

the Louvre and especially free Sundays. Faced by the absence of theoretical research and the 

scarcity of institutional studies on the subject of perceptions of free admission by the 

audiences, the Département des Etudes, de la Prospective et des Statistiques (DEPS) of the 

French Ministère de la Culture et de la Communication financed research into this field of 

enquiry: in the French context, what perceptions of free admission to museums and 

monuments do the audiences have and how are these perceptions1 linked with individual’s 

perceptions, their organised visit and patterns of behaviour in museums and monuments? 

Results of the study have been published (Gombault et al., 2006). The results of this 

                                                           
1 Perceptions are defined as cognitive products generated by exemption from payment, results of the interaction 
between the consumer and his environment, that may be used in the short term or stored in memory to be used in 
the long term (Denis, 1994). Perceptions give sense to the environment of the consumer and can be considered 
as behaviours’ organisers. 
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 5

exploratory study have been formulated as three metapropositions and twenty-seven 

propositions that can be considered as hypothesis. These are related to free entrance 

perceptions, and the effects of free entrance on behaviour and on the experience of the visit. 

In this paper, we have chosen to investigate more thoroughly only a part of the results, those 

focusing on the perceptions the free admission visitors have from an individual perspective, 

i.e. those related to the perceptions of free entrance as a price. The first part of the paper 

presents the framework of the research : the scarcity of literature on the perceptions of 

exemption from payment in general, and, more specifically, of free admission in museums 

and monuments, has led us to adopt a multiangulation exploratory methodology. The second 

part shows some of the results of this research: the audiences’  perception of free admission 

when considered from an individual perspective. 

AN EXPLORATION OF THE PERCEPTIONS OF MUSEUM AND MON UMENT 

AUDIENCES. 

A lack of research on the perceptions of exemption from payment  

The consumer research literature on the issue of exemption from payment is very scarce. 

Despite extensive research on promotional tools, research on free trial offer (Scott, 1976) or 

free gift (Raghubir, 2004) used as a promotional tool is rare compared to research based on 

coupons or price discounts (Chandon, Wansink and Laurent, 2000). Some recent research on 

non-price promotions show that these tools have different effects on sales from monetary 

ones and it concludes that these promotional tools could have a more long term impact on 

sales, and could also serve as a loyalty development tool. Promotions offering two for the 

price of one products have a positive effect on the offer perceived value, whereas price 

reductions (Diamond, 2002 ; Smith and Sinha, 2000) or EDLP strategies (Darke and Chung, 
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 6

2005) have a negative one. It has also a positive effect on brand knowledge (Palazon-Vidal 

and Delgado-Ballester, 2005) and on preferences (Liao, 2006). However, these works did not 

take into account how these promotional tools are perceived by customers. In social 

marketing (Kotler and Roberto, 1989 ; Andreasen, 2005), free price has already been a 

subject of research, especially non-monetary components of free price (see for example, Fox, 

1980). But, in the field of services, little research has been developed on that subject (Gorn, 

Tse, Weinberg, 1990), and finally the issue of permanent free offer seems to have been 

neglected in marketing. However, in a committed essay entitled Pour la gratuité, Jean-Louis 

Sagot-Duvauroux (1995) evokes interesting albeit non-scientific elements concerning 

individual and collective perceptions of exemption from payment. He makes a list of the 

most significant objections made to exemption from payment (“it is costly”, “it devalues”…) 

and shows how those typically fit in the referential framework of the market trade value 

characterising our society. In the context of museums and monuments, a review of the 

literature on free admission results almost exclusively in studies on planned visits and 

patterns of behaviours. The impact of free admission on attendance constitutes the focal, 

obstinately recurrent theme of the literature. Multiple studies are contradictory: free 

admission can have a positive impact on attendance (Spalding, 1990), no impact or even a 

negative one (O'Hare, 1975; O'Hagan, 1995). Some authors prefer to express uncertainty in 

this regard (Bailey, 1998) or establish that changes in fees have generally only a short-term 

impact (Dickenson, 1993; Bagdali, 1998). The perceptions that the audience has of free 

admission seem excluded from those studies.  

In a study made in the Louvre museum, Gottesdiener and Godrèche (1996) shows that paying 

may be a barrier to entry, but that entry is never entirely free as non-monetary costs remained 
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 7

(the crowds, the noise, other visitors’ behaviour preventing the calm atmosphere judged 

necessary for the visit, and the lack of fluidity in the circulation). They also conclude that 

perceptions of free entry are diverse and complex: some interviewees are favourable because 

it reduces financial, social, cultural barriers; some are defavourable because they think that it 

creates annoyances and less commited behaviours. These very interesting results, the only 

ones on perceptions of free entry in museums, produced in a very specific context, should be 

deepened in other venues. 

Yet some papers on pricing can be used to try to shed light on our field of enquiry. 

First of all, in museums and monuments, the “true” price, from the visitor’s point of view, 

does not merely consist of the amount of money that he/she must pay to enter (Mc Lean, 

1997), but contains other financial elements (spending associated to the visit) and 

non-financial elements (time, length or difficulty of the journey, possible disappointment, 

incomprehension or disapproval from others, and other psychological and sociological 

barriers) (Fines, 1981). In other words, the perceived price does not result from the 

confrontation of the sole financial sacrifices to the associated benefits gained from the visit 

and from places (Zeithaml, 1988). It also takes into account associated non-financial 

sacrifices. Therefore, when entry is free of charge, some costs remain, even if the measure 

has a liberating effect, as the visitor no longer feels obliged to make his visit profitable by 

staying in the museum or monument for a long time (Book and Globerman, 1974; Hendon, 

Shanahan, and MacDonald, 1980). Otherwise, it has been shown that the associated costs of 

cultural visits would, in most cases, double the ticket price, because free admission fosters 

peripheral consumption (Gombault, 2003).  

Another field of research considers the role of price on visit intentions. It appears that the first 
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 8

impediment to the visit is not price, but cultural distance. “The price or fee does not hamper 

museum attendance. Demand comes first from a minority of people over-equipped in human 

capital. That means that the key question is above everything else the education that one has 

received” (Gottesdiener, 1992). The price is taken into account in the visit decision only 

when the potential visitor is interested in this visit beforehand (Walshe, 1991; Blamires, 

1992; Kotler and Kotler, 1998; Bailey et al., 1997a, 1997b). 

As for exemption from payment in general, no significant research exists on the perceptions 

of free admission in museums or monuments by the visiting public. Only a few institutional 

studies are available, sometimes made by researchers (Gottesdiener and Godrèche, 1996; 

Ducros et Passebois, 2003). This theoretical quasi-vacancy on the subject of perceptions of 

free admission by the audiences is highly significant: debates on free admission, so important 

in the “world” of museums and monuments, relies on hypotheses of institutional actors on 

the audiences’ perceptions. 

A multiangulation research strategy  

The aim of the research is to describe and understand perceptions that the general public – 

visitors and non-visitors - have of free admission to museums and monuments, and to tackle 

their relations with perceptions of museums and monuments, planned visits and patterns of 

behaviour. The expected contribution of the study was to generate a theory or theoretical 

knowledge from empirical data by inductive reiterated reasoning. To serve this exploratory 

goal, the research has used a strategy of multiangulation of the data production and the data 

analysis, warranting validity and reliability of the albeit limited results.  

Multiangulation consists in comparing empirical data and multiple theoretical streams to 

produce knowledge (Weick, 1989; Lewis and Grimes, 1999; Gombault and Hlady Rispal, 
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 9

2004). As a methodology, it could be defined as the consistent use of multiple tactics or 

methods to produce knowledge. Multiangulation of data, data collection, analysis 

techniques, respondent convergence, researchers, theories, and paradigms are the tactics 

frequently used. However, in order to make sense and to be defined as a research strategy and 

not only as a simple confirmation tool, multiangulation must be applied in a coherent 

manner. In this research, all multiangulation tactics were implemented (except respondent 

convergence) in order to match the research question, as presented in the table below.  

< Insert Table 1 > 

The main data collection technique has been individual interviews, and, in order to deepen 

the results of the main collection mode, other data collection techniques (focus groups, 

observations and visit interviews, survey) have had only a secondary role. Focus groups 

results are very similar to those of individual interviews, collecting further information on 

publics’ profiles. Observation enables the gathering of information on free entrance 

perceptions and effects in real settings, and surveys permit the collection of additional 

information on museums and monuments perceptions, on free entrance perceptions related to 

visitor profiles (see the interviewees’ profiles and the main results of the survey in table 2). 

< Insert table 2 > 

Verbatims from the interviews were retranscribed and analyzed by thematic content analysis. 

From these interviews’ analysis, a dictionary of empirical themes was defined. With themes 

and sub-themes, it recreates the analysis the researchers had of public perceptions and 

interpretations of free entrance to museums and monuments. Then, an analysis by theoretical 

inference (induction and iteration) was made from this dictionary of empirical themes. This 

led to the discovery of theoretical themes that we listed in a dictionary of theoretical themes. 
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 10

It produced an inventory of concepts and theories that may contribute to the interpretation 

and comprehension of empirical themes. It is organised as a tree diagram, allowing the reader 

to return to the original empirical theme from which it was inferred. The main structure of the 

dictionary of theoretical themes comes from individual in-depth interviews and has been 

completed with the theoretical analysis of the three complementary phases of the research : 

themes have been reinforced, invalidated, and adjusted, and additional ones have appeared. 

This final dictionary of theoretical themes represents the theoretical framework of the whole 

research and allows the formulation of 27 theoretical propositions. These have been 

reconsidered, discussed and reduced to three metapropositions that can be considered as 

hypothesis. Following the “ analytical generalisation ” (Yin, 1990) or “ generative 

modelization ” (Gergen, 1994), results have been extended, not to populations or others 

fields, but to theoretical propositions. 

PERCEPTIONS OF FREE ADMISSION TO MUSEUMS AND MONUME NTS 

FROM AN INDIVIDUAL PERSPECTIVE 

Exemption from payment: a price  

Free admission is at first considered by interviewees as a price strategy and results in the 

visitor making calculations, relying on internal or external reference prices to assess visit 

value. The importance of other monetary costs, and, moreover, of non-monetary costs of the 

visit are underlined. 

The price of the visit: a global price. Although people say that they do not take price 

into account, during interviews, they often talk about this. Likewise, even if they say they do 

not calculate, they often compare and use reference prices. Admission price is notably related 

to the number of people taking part in the visit. Reference is then frequently made to family 
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 11

budgets (“Numerous families would go much more often. For instance, even if that 

(admission price) does not cost more than 3 or 4 euros, if there is a family of five…” extract 

from a focus group of regular visitors). 

Price is also linked to the intensity of the practice, to the visitor involvement in the practice, 

to the experienced pleasure and to the time that one can spare to visit. Admission price is also 

compared to the price of other leisure activities (cinema, theatre, sports, dining in restaurants, 

meetings with friends). Admission cost is then very diversely assessed according to 

individuals and according to chosen references. Admission price is also compared to the 

budget that one can or wants to spare for cultural or other leisure activities (“This is a 

question of resources. Some prefer to buy a bottle of Coca-cola rather than to buy an entry to 

a museum,” extract from a visit interview).  

These empirical results lead to the following conclusion: perceptions of free admission in 

museums and monuments by the audience are linked to perceptions of the price of the visit. 

The price of the museum or monument visit, as perceived by the visitor, is of the same kind as 

traditional market perceptions of price exposed in marketing literature (Murphy and Enis, 

1986; Zeithaml, 1988). Evocations of free admission, associated to the price of the visit, 

cause the audience to make calculations, to rely on internal or external reference prices to 

assess visit value (Biswas, Wilson, and Licata, 1991). They use external reference prices 

(displayed local price, other museum and monument prices, other leisure activity prices, 

notably cinema ticket prices) and internal reference prices (remembered prices, prices 

considered as “fair”) to judge free admission or the high cost of the admission price. 

 Monetary costs and non-monetary costs associated to the visit. Answering the 

following question- “When you are planning a visit to a museum or a monument, what 

ha
l-0

05
22

83
8,

 v
er

si
on

 1
 - 

1 
O

ct
 2

01
0



 12

expenditures do you consider?”- 74.14% of the interviewees stated that they consider the 

admission fee; 37.41% of the interviewees the transport costs (petrol, motorway tolls, train 

tickets… - 22% for respondents living in Paris, 40.6% for people living in others regions 

either in a town or in a rural area - Chi2=12.261, dof=2, signif.=0.002); 21.55% the hotel cost 

(14% for respondents living in Paris, 24.3% for people living in another town and 21.6% for 

people living in a rural area - Chi2=4.584, dof=2, signif.=0.101); 9.48% the meal or coffee 

costs; 5.69% the post cards and gadgets costs; 13.1% declare not to know. 1.21% call upon 

other costs (catalogue, exhibition, guided visit), and 0.69% declare not to consider costs. The 

costs mentioned do not change with different attendance profiles. Consequently, linked to 

admission price, are the above mentioned costs of transport, hotels when needed, and 

subsidiary costs such as refreshments, the purchase of post cards… These results could differ 

according to the museum or the monument considered.  

Financing the costs of museums and monuments and their free admission is also a theme 

which is often present in these interviews. Those costs are seen as monetary indirect costs 

linked to free visit: visitors consider that they do not pay at the time of the visit but that they 

pay indirectly, notably by taxes. This perception of a global price for the visit is interpreted 

by some audiences as if free admission does not exist (“The free visit does not exist”, extract 

from an individual interview). In the survey, 58% of interviewees agree with the statement 

that “freeness does not exist”2.  

Psychological and physical barriers related to paying, crowds, an oppressive atmosphere in 

the museum or monument, fatigue generated by the visit, organisational and time constraints, 

                                                           
2 Only 51% of the regular visitors agree, 54.5% of the occasional visitors but 61.1% of the non-visitors – 
Chi2=20.695, dof=10, signif.=0.023. This statement is not related to the region of living. 
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 13

and difficulty accessing information, are, like many non-monetary costs associated with 

museums and monuments visits, expressed in the interviews. The perception of those costs is 

perhaps heightened in the context of free admission because of the annoyances it is 

considered to create (too many people, degrading conditions of visit, the requirement to 

queue or to organise visit times when free admission is periodical). This perception can also 

be put forward in so far as free admission suppresses the admission fee and its absence then 

underlines other costs, notably non-monetary ones, (“There are too many people, this is 

unbearable. You see nothing, you are jammed, you are elbow-to-elbow. It would be better to 

buy a beautiful book of art,” extract from an individual interview). Lastly, the perception of 

non-monetary costs may be attenuated when free admission is considered as a means to 

shorten the duration of the visit, to create a pleasant environment, or, furthermore, to 

minimise perceived risk or disappointment. 

Interviewees who have experienced free admission visits declare that the experience is 

pleasant. Despite the fact that before the visit non-monetary costs are more apparent, during 

and after the visit, satisfaction regarding the free admission measure is effective. Moreover, 

interviewees in the qualitative studies declare that free admission allows them to “try out” 

museums and monuments. It allows an apprenticeship, and they will come back either on a 

free admission day (non-monetary costs are less salient for people who have experienced free 

admission) or on a paying day. Of the people that have experienced free admission (80% of 

the respondents in the quantitative survey3), 67% declare that they are ready to come back on 

                                                           
3 90% of the regular visitors, 71.7% of the occasional visitors and 54% of the non-visitors – Chi2=50.141, 
dof=2, signif.=0.000 ; 81% of the respondents living in Paris, 85.1% of the people living in another town and 
72.5% of the people living in rural area - Chi2=11.707, dof=2, signif.=0.003. 
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a free admission day in the future. But when visitors have not experienced free admission, 

they are only 52% to envisage a visiting project. 

Thus, in the context of museums and monuments, empirical results show the importance of 

the non-monetary aspects of price (qualified by Mc Lean (1997) as “non-monetary price”), 

and already underlined by Bailey (1998) and Fines (1981). Lastly, empirical results confirm 

conclusions made by Prottas (1981), who shows that non-monetary components of price are 

more important when service is free. This supports the idea that for many price is not the 

overriding factor: by suppressing certain monetary costs free admission brings other costs to 

the fore, and the decision to visit weighs heavily on these costs.  

Free admission is associated with payment  

For audiences, free admission is associated with the action of paying or not paying for 

admission. This action structures the exchange relationship (Crump, 1992). Perceptions of 

free admission refer to perceptions of money. It abolishes the admission visa provided by the 

act of paying, but also the distance established by the payment. Free admission has a negative 

effect on the commitment of the attendant in the visit and could have either a negative or 

positive effect or even no effect at all on the visit value. 
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Payment: an admission “visa” in museums and monuments. Paying to enter 

museums and monuments is associated with power: being able to spare financial means that 

allow entering places (being able to save for this activity), being independent (not feeling like 

a debtor), being able to acquire culture (“To pay or not to pay, this is to have the power or not 

to have it,” extract from an individual interview). Those perceptions refer to the significance 

of money such as power (influence, control, domination, superiority) and freedom (having 

control over one’s destiny, not being dependent upon others). 

Payment appears also in the interviews as a financial, socio-cultural, motivational way of 

selecting visitors. Free admission is then described as a means to raise a psychological and 

social barrier. In the survey, 71.4% of interviewees stated that free entry allows them to visit 

when they have the desire to do it. It is supposed to encourage the practice by the members of 

the public that do not normally visit museums and monuments. Indeed, one can think that 

paying to acquire cultural goods is like a socialisation process: people learn to attend 

museums and monuments and to pay for that. “Cultural capital” and competence developed 

by the “regular visitor” give sense to payment (Bourdieu, 1969). With free admission, a 

social barrier is raised for those who have not learned though the experience of visiting 

museums and monuments. 

Lastly, for some visitors, paying gives the right to use the place but may also give visitors a 

feeling of empowerment. (“ It is true that people who pay go everywhere. That really struck 

me in Versailles; there are some places where we are requested not to go, a large number of 

people pass without permission in the restricted areas, they feel that because they have paid, 

they deserve this for their money,” extract from an individual interview). Payment represents 

the visitor’s contribution to the upkeep of the heritage, it is an individual contribution but also 

ha
l-0

05
22

83
8,

 v
er

si
on

 1
 - 

1 
O

ct
 2

01
0



 16

a symbolic manifestation of a collective protecting action of safeguarding the heritage. In the 

survey, 99.5% of the interviewees agree with the proposition that museums and monuments 

represent a heritage that must be maintained4. Moreover it’s the main perception for 49.4%5. 

This is correlated (0.200) to the perception that a symbolic entrance fee should be paid. 

86.3% of the respondents agree with that proposition and it’s the main perception for 67%6. 

Those perceptions fit in the paradigm of social exchange (Homans, 1961). By paying, 

visitors make a contribution in order to receive what they expect is a fair retribution as 

described by Walster and Walster (1975). By paying an entrance fee for museums and 

monuments, the visitor obtains the power to have access to them while respecting economic 

rules and social codes. By paying, the visitor is integrated in a social group, which 

distinguishes him from the members of the public who do not go to museums and 

monuments. Those are then excluded, not only economically, but also socially and culturally. 

From those considerations we can deduce that payment may be considered by visitors as an 

“admission visa” to museums and monuments. 28.1% of the interviewees7 agree with the 

proposition that a fee should always be paid to enter museums and monuments and it’s the 

main perception of 6%8. 

Should visitors therefore be allowed into museums and monuments free of charge? This first 

reading of the results clarifies some fundamentals of the discussion engaged between actors. 

                                                           
4  100% of the regular visitors agree, 99.5% of the occasional visitors and 96% of the non-visitors – 
Chi2=28.356, dof=8, signif.=0.000. This is not related to the region of living. 
5 56.7% of the regular visitors agree, 45.3% of the occasional visitors and 36.7% of the non-visitors – 
Chi2=35.133, dof=8, signif.=0.000. This is not related to the region of living. 
6 This is not related to attendance profiles, but it’s the main perception for 73.7% of the respondents living in 
Paris, 65.7% of the people living in another town and 69.7% of the people living in a rural area - Chi2=14.387, 
dof=6, signif.=0.026. 
7 This is not related to attendance profiles or region of living. 
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For some, free admission is seen in a favourable light (a visa obtained by paying is then 

perceived as negative discrimination) while for others, it is seen in an unfavourable manner 

(the visa is then perceived as positive discrimination). 

Payment: a distance between museums and monuments and their audiences. 

According to whether it is periodical or permanent, perceptions of the effects of free 

admission highlight the distance that payment may establish. Permanent free admission 

seems to bring museums and monuments and their visitors together: one is free to enter when 

one wants, to spend the time that one desires. Museums and monuments are then a part of the 

visitor’s daily and private life. Perceptions of periodical free admission create a temporal 

distance: to benefit from it, people must plan the visit. It then seems more difficult to gain 

proximity to museums and monuments by taking advantage of free admission, (“We wished 

to go the day when museums are free, the first Sunday of each month, but we never seemed to 

be able to do this… because we forgot…or…each time we had something else to do,” extract 

from individual interview). 62.6% of the interviewees9 agree with the proposition that entry 

should always be free (it’s the main perception of 21.5%10). 

Lastly, permanently paying to enter museums and monuments suppresses this temporal 

distance but introduces a financial one: the visitor must accept to spend, to lose a monetary 

sum. 

A distance between museums and monuments and their audience appears. A visitor must 

                                                                                                                                                                                 
8 This is not related to attendance profiles, but people living in Paris are more in agreement with paying for entry 
: this is the main perception of 12.1% of them, 5.5% of the people living in other towns and 4.5% of the people 
living in rural areas. 
9 This is not related to attendance profiles or region of living. 
10 Again, this is not related to attendance profiles, but people living in Paris agree less with the idea of free entry: 
this is the main perception of only 12.1% of them, 25.8% of the people living in other towns and 21.7% of the 
people living in rural areas. 
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compare his feelings, his desires (emotions, knowledge, social recognition) that may be 

fulfilled by visiting museums and monuments with the money that he has had to save for their 

realisation (Simmel, 1907).  In a process of objectivation, admission paying leads a visitor to 

see a distance between himself and the cultural object. Let us note that, if the visitor does not 

perceive any distance between himself and the museum or the monument (in other words, if 

he considers that it belongs to himself), paying or not will have no meaning for him. 

Payment: a commitment by the visitor in the action of visiting. The interviews show 

that paying is a symbol of the visitor’s commitment in the action of visiting. Paying is 

described as a visible sign of the step accomplished by the visitor to open himself up to 

culture and knowledge. Some see in this manifestation of commitment a means for the visitor 

to arrange absolutely, officially, the visit (“Otherwise, it is a rip-off,” extract from an 

individual interview), while others see it as a constraint (“[the heritage] belongs to 

everybody. It would be logical that everybody could benefit from it for free. But, on the other 

hand, it has to be maintained in proper conditions. Then, should it be covered by public 

taxes? Yes, no doubt, but a participation should also be paid. I think that for the building 

maintenance, they must pay a little, to participate in the upkeep of their heritage,” extract 

from an individual interview). Free admission suppresses this commitment. The visitor is 

thus less constrained.  

Finally, let us note that in the survey, 43.18% of people declare to be in favour of weekly free 

admission; 23.66% in favour of permanent free admission; 23.49% in favour of monthly free 

admission and 6.56% against free admission. These results are not related to involvement in 

museums and monuments, attendance profiles or region of living (non significant Khi2 
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tests). But a positive attitude toward free admission is related to the free admission 

experience (Khi-deux=13.44, ddl=3): people who have experienced free admission are more 

in favour of permanent admission. 

Paying for admission makes the visitor an actor of the museums and monuments visit. For 

several people, it seems that payment makes the visitor conscious of what he is doing (he 

makes budgetary choices, and renounces other visiting activities); it creates responsibility 

awareness. According to this meaning, payment should be understood as a way to more 

easily arrange the visit. On the contrary, free admission seems to encourage spontaneous 

behaviour, which is freer and less committed. 

Payment is also considered as a principle: it is not so much the amount paid that seems 

important but the action of paying. For some, it appears that there is a dissonance between 

museums and monuments perceptions and paying an arbitrarily fixed price. Gift is then at the 

issue, as a voluntary contribution, notably to mark his commitment or to contribute to the 

upkeep of the heritage. In the United Kingdom, many museums and galleries offering free 

entry propose to visitors to make a donation instead of paying an entrance fee. This is a good 

solution which enables the visitor to underline his commitment to the venue or visit. 

Nevertheless, since admission charges were scrapped in December 2001 in UK museums and 

galleries, the MORI report (Martin, 2003) has shown that only 21% of visitors say that they 

donate more when visiting. 

In spite of the ambiguity in the interviews about the theme of gift, audiences seem to want to 

occult the market character of price and of paying a price to give it a collective social 

meaning. The payment form then seems very related to the commitment of the visitor in the 

visit. 
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Payment: an interpellation of the museums and monuments value and of what they give to 

their audiences. For visitors, the term “value” is polysemic: related to offer characteristics, to 

admission price... Indeed, in the interviews, it is a question of:  

- collective heritage, culture and knowledge that museums and monuments represent,  

- the ability of those places to propose a high quality “offer” (famous artworks, pleasant 

places and associated services), 

- social relationships when visiting with others  (family, friends), 

- the ability of those places to give rise to admiration, astonishment, surprise, pleasure (on 

that issue, we note also the expression of a “counter-value” related to worry or 

embarassment),  

- the ability of those places to generate curiosity and to stimulate desire of newness or of 

knowledge.  

The relationship between paying for admission and value is widely discussed according to 

individuals and according to context: the risk of being downgraded by standardisation and 

induced costs, (“There is an idea, that what is free is necessarily of poor quality.” extract 

from an individual interview), or its possible upgrading with the creation of social ties and 

liberty during the visit, (“One is not obliged to see it through,” extract from an individual 

interview). In the quantitative survey, 83.39% of the respondents disagree with the statement 

“Free admission depreciates the museums and monuments visit”. Lastly, the value of the visit 

and admission fee may be disconnected (“To pay or not to pay, that does not change 

anything,” extract from an individual interview). The quantitative survey shows that visitors 

think that paying or not does not change their patterns of behaviour. They are neutral 

regarding the statement “ When I pay to enter, I am expecting more services than when it’s 
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free” (the mean is 3.33 on a scale of 1 to 6) or “Knowing that it’s free pleases me” (mean = 

3.85). They agree with the statement “Whether I pay or not, I do not change my patterns of 

behaviour (mean = 4.49)”11. 

Those results bring an empirical validation, in the museums and monuments context, to 

research on the perceived value concept (Zeithaml, 1988), considered as a compromise 

between what is given and what is received, weighted by personal features.  

In conclusion, we establish that paying for admission is embodied in the process of the 

creation of a relationship between museums and monuments and their audiences. Paying may 

so “desacralize” or “marchandise” museums and monuments, as underlined by several 

interviewees. 

SYNTHESIS OF THE RESULTS AND MANAGERIAL IMPLICATION S 

Perceptions of free admission in museums and monuments that audiences express when they 

adopt an individual perspective can be summarised as propositions, that can be considered as 

hypothesis: 

• Free admission is seen as a price: it is considered as a removal of a financial cost and can 

modify the perception of non-financial costs related to the visit; free admission is never 

defined as totally free: free admission does not suppress certain financial costs and 

efforts; in this sense, the visit is never free. 

• Free admission abolishes the admission “visa” in museums and monuments that comes 

with the payment to enter, hence confirming the importance of payment as a mode of 

approval and participation. 

                                                           
11 All these statements are not related to attendance profiles and to region of living. 
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• Free admission abolishes the distance that paying establishes between museums and 

monuments and their visitors.  

• Free admission abolishes the monetary distance existing between museums and 

monuments and their visitors. 

• Free admission questions the widely discussed concept of value in museums and 

monuments, and of what they offer to their audiences: the risk of being downgraded by 

standardisation and induced costs, but also its possible development with the creation of 

social ties and liberty during the visit, or the disconnection between the value of the visit 

and the admission fee. 

To understand the different behaviour that can be generated by free admission, it is then 

necessary to take into account the context of free admission and its meanings for the audience 

that may benefit from it. From a managerial point of view, those results strongly question the 

pricing policy of museums and monuments. Indeed, if, from a collective perspective, free 

admission is perceived as a symbolic measure creating adhesion or rejection, from an 

individual perspective, the visitor puts it in a market trade framework. It is perceived as 

related to fees and prices. The pricing of the admission must then be related to the proposed 

offer: visitors want to know “what they are paying for”.  

Moreover when admission is free, attendants seem to concentrate far more on non-monetary 

costs, despite the fact that they express a surprisingly positive feeling. Museums and 

monuments should take better care, during the free admission days, of crowds and flows 

management. Quality perception could also be improved at low costs by offering self-service 

information services (audio-guides, interactive web terminal…). It should be noticed 

ha
l-0

05
22

83
8,

 v
er

si
on

 1
 - 

1 
O

ct
 2

01
0



 23

however that most visitors feel abandoned when no human guide services are proposed and 

these low cost solutions are not a panacea. 

Otherwise, discriminatory fees (free admission on the occasion of a special event, on a 

recurrent basis or related to individual characteristics) must be known and understood by the 

audience. It is important to clarify pricing objectives as a means of achieving missions and 

financing museums and monuments. This research could also be deepened by considering 

the different types of free admission perceptions (regular or periodical; restricted to specific 

categories of visitors or for everyone; for the entire museum or restricted to some 

exhibitions). For example, regular and periodical free admissions seem to be perceived 

differently. These two kinds of free admission may be subject to framing effects (Kahneman 

and Tversky, 1979). 

Our results also put forward the fact that fee measures are not the primary focus of attendants. 

In managerial terms, if we examine the arrangements being considered by professionals, 

their job is to construct the experience to be had by proposing peripheral services capable of 

producing emotional, ludic and aesthetic reactions in response to a cultural object, and so 

engage their visitors. Non-visitors speak of “having restaurants, discotheques [… making 

them] more like places for discussion and exchange”, putting in music or lighting. 

Respondents are looking for “shows”. For increasing attendance, this suggests the experience 

should be organised for individuals within a theatricalised staging of their visit (Bourgeon et 

al., 2006). More generally, those results raise the issue of the identity of museums and 

monuments: are they to be viewed as places of culture? places of leisure? market places? 

places “apart”? 

Even if the research process is valid and reliable, our work shows some limitations. Results 
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have been obtained during a unique period (synchronic approach) and in a limited number of 

venues. A diachronic study would permit the checking of the reliability of observations over 

time. It would also be interesting to obtain results on diverse types of offers (more or less 

famous sites, with various positioning, …). From a conceptual point of view, the 

methodology permits, in an inductive way, the identification of several dimensions which 

structure the perceptions the public has of free entrance in museums and monuments. It 

would be helpful to further study each of these dimensions and to conceive measurement 

tools useful to implement them, taking into account the publics’ diversity in a typology. 

Moreover, our results question free pricing practices of all organisations (profit or non- profit 

making) as the promotional use of free products, and incite further research on the influence 

of free pricing on perceptions of price (its monetary and non-monetary dimensions), 

reference price formation and willingness to pay. 

CONCLUSION 

Those conclusions lead us to say that free admission, regarded as the freedom to enter a 

museum or a monument or as an absence of an admission fee, does not only have the 

symbolic power lent to it by museum and monument managers. From an individual 

perspective, perceptions of free admission are linked to perceptions of price and money, and 

are in line with the market trade framework (Sagot-Duvauroux, 1995). Like money, 

exemption from payment fits into an ideology, or even morals which also bring the 

individual to consider free admission from a collective perspective. When considering free 

admission for oneself or free admission for others as a collective entity, as a kind of price or 

as an audience policy for everyone, then exemption from payment becomes equivocal. 
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Table 1 – Multiangulation tactics used in the research 

Definition of multiangulation 
tactics 

How it has been implemented in the research 

Data multiangulation, or 
sampling criteria has several 
dimensions 

 

• Time: enables to check the 
degree of stability of 
observations over time 
(diachronic reliability), the 
stability in the same time frame 
(synchronic reliability) and the 
evolution of the process under 
study. 

A synchronic approach only: most of the data was collected in 2003. 

• Space: seeks to identify 
different contexts and natural 
environments in order to 
highlight similarities and 
divergences in the observed 
results. 

 
 

The data were collected… 
• throughout different regions in France distinguishing between 

the “Paris” region and outside Paris “province region” and 
between rural and urban zones 

• a two-site test: a monument and a museum, with different 
admission configurations  (payable, periodically free,  
exceptionally free).  

• Combinations of different 
analysis levels 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Two main levels of analysis: 
- Perceptions, planned visits and patterns of behaviours of 

audiences in France. 
• perceptions of free admission and perceptions of museums and 

monuments 
• planned visits 
• patterns of behaviour 

- Visitors’ profiles according to attendance 
• regular visitors (more than 2 visits in the current year) 
• occasional visitors  (at least 1 visit during the last 5 years and no 

more than 2 visits during the last year) 
• non-visitors (no visit during the last 5 years) 
All studied individuals were persons living in France (foreign 
tourists have not been surveyed). 

Multiangulation of data 
collection techniques: refers to the 
combination of different 
techniques of data collection in 
order to obtain various forms of 
expression and views, and to  
minimize the weaknesses and 

Main data collection technique 
52 individual interviews (20 regular visitors, 19 occasional visitors 
and 13 non-visitors) 
Complementary data collection techniques 
• 4 focus groups interviews (two groups of regular visitors, one 

group of occasional visitors and one group of non visitors) 
• 36 observations on-site (observation of visitors’ behaviour with 
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biases inherent to each technique 
 
 

an interview in the middle of visit) 
• a quantitative survey based on 580 questionnaires (311 regular 

visitors, 219 occasional visitors and 50 non-visitors) 
Multi-interpretation analysis:  
verifies if every actor assesses the 
situation in the same way and/or if 
people interject in the same way 
during the succession of events 
taking place. 

The perceptions of free admission, planned visits and the public’s 
behaviour during visits were compared. 
 
The perceptions of free admission in museums and monuments were 
also confronted with the public’s perceptions of museums and 
monuments 

Respondent convergence: refers 
to the decision the researcher made 
to present his preliminary 
conclusions to the original 
informants so as to get their 
reaction and to reorient his own 
interpretation if  
necessary. The informants’ 
comments generate new data.  

Not used. This tactic would have been too time-consuming and 
heavy to be made operational. 
 

Researchers multiangulation: 
implies that several researchers 
participate in the investigation.  
They compare their  
observations, their interpretations. 
Collected data is validated by the 
group on a permanent basis.  

Used. 
A team of five researchers, based on theoretical and methodological 
skills. 
Researchers were triangulated at each research step (from data 
collection to analysis). 
 
 

Theoretical multiangulation: 
anticipates that the analysis of the 
data will be done through their 
comparison with different theories. 
 

Existing theories about free admission, price, museums/monuments, 
and cultural consumer behaviour, were multiangulated in the 
literature review. Then, in addition to these theories, other theories 
from different fields (psycho-sociology, psychoanalysis, sociology) 
about money, culture, museums and monuments were compared and 
mobilised (when relevant) to explain the data.  

Paradigm multiangulation: 
implies that the research as a whole 
or the data collection and/or their 
analysis will be done through 
different paradigms. 

The research was conducted according to 3 epistemological 
frameworks both for used methods and developed theories. 
Main epistemological framework: interpretative 
Complementary epistemological frameworks: positivist and 
semiotic 
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Table 2 – Sample and main results of the survey 
 
Data % 
Interviewees’ 
profiles (580 
people) 

Regular visitors (53.6%), occasional visitors (37.7), non-visitors (8.7) 
Working (53.3), non-working (29.5), retired (17.3) 
Living in and around Paris (17.2), in other French towns (47.6), in 
rural areas (35.2) 
Women (60.3), men (39.7) 
Under 18 years old (1.21), between 18 and 25 (26.72), 26 and 35 
(14.83), 36 and 45 (17.41), 46 and 55 (18.97), 56 and 65 (10.86), 66 
and more (10) 
With no diploma (2.1), under baccalaureat (18.2), baccalaureat and 
BA (40. 3), MBA and more (39.7) 
Earning less than 18,000 euros per year for the household (26.3), 
between 18,000 and 42,000 euros (28.3), between 42,000 and 66,000 
(10.2), more than 66,000 euros (5.4), non-responses (29.8) 

Perceptions of 
museums and 
monuments 

Are sites that should be open access for all people (97% agree with 
this proposition and it’s the main perception of 35.5%). 
Represent a heritage that must be maintained (99.5% agree with this 
proposition and it’s the main perception of 49.4%). 
Can be considered as a form of leisure (82% agree with that 
proposition and it’s the main perception of 8.3%). 
Are not considered, as people are not concerned or interested (20% 
agree with this proposition and it’s the main perception of 4.2%). 
Five measurement scales (of perceptions of museums; of perceptions 
of monuments, of perceptions of of the experience of visiting 
museums, of perceptions of of the experience of visiting monuments, 
and of involvement in museums and monuments) have also been 
developed. 

Tariffs and free 
entrance 
perceptions 

Entrance should always be free (62.6% agree with this proposition 
and it’s the main perception of 21.5%). 
A symbolic entrance fee should be paid (86.3% agree with this 
proposition and it’s the main perception of 67%). 
A price should always be paid (28.1% agree with this proposition and 
it’s the main perception of 6%). 
Price is not important (5% agree with this proposition and it’s the 
main perception of 3%). 

Attitudes toward 
diverse free 
entrance formats 

43% are in favour of weekly free entry. 
23.6% are in favour of permanent free entry. 
23.5% are in favour of monthly free entry. 
6.5% are against free entry. 

Experience of free 
entrance 

80% have experienced free entry. 
48% have visited a permanent free site. 
39% experienced periodic free entry events such as “Heritage days” 
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or “Museums in Spring” 
Measurement scale 
of free entry 
perceptions 

A measurement scale of 7 items captures 67% of the variance. A 
principal component analysis results in three factors related to free 
entrance perceptions: no limit to behaviour, disillusion, inequity. 

Measurement scale 
of experience of free 
visit perceptions 

A measurement scale of 8 items captures 65.8% of the variance. A 
principal component analysis results in three factors related to 
perceptions of the experience of free visits: a pleasant environment, 
feelings of individual advantage, and embarrassment. 

Measurement scale 
of involvement in 
free entry 

A measurement scale of 4 items captures 62% of the variance. 
Involvement in free entry can be considered as a one-dimensional 
concept. 

Costs related to the 
visit 

74.14% of the interviewees stated that they take into consideration the 
admission fee, 
21.55% the hotel cost, 
37.41% the transport costs (petrol, motorway tolls, train ticket…), 
9.48% the meal or coffee costs, 
5.69% the post cards and gadgets costs, 
13.1% declare not to know. 

Cost, value and act 
of payment 
perceptions 

Three measurement scales (of visit cost perception, of free entry value 
perception, of the act of payment perception) have also been 
developed but should be further tested. 

Motives for visit The motives cited are firstly fame, then the type of site (museum or 
monument), the organisation of an event and finally the price. 

Constraints for visit The constraints cited are firstly the lack of time, then family duties, 
crowds, the lack of desire and finally the lack of interest. 
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