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SUMMARY OF KEY POINTS
National Museums Northern Ireland’s (NMNI) decision to revise the opening hours of
the three major museums was based upon:
•
•
•
•
•

inconsistent opening times across the three sites;
the complexity of the opening times;
a mismatch between opening times and visitor expectations;
media and public criticism; and
a difficulty justifying the winter closing of the Ulster American Folk park.

As a result all three museums will no longer open on Mondays (barring bank
holidays), the Ulster Museum will open from 10am to 5pm per day, while the other
two sites will open during these hours between March and September, opening 10am
to 4pm Tuesday to Friday and 11am to 4pm Saturday and Sunday in other months.
The result of these changes has increased opening hours at the Ulster Museum form
approximately 2163 per year to 2205 (estimated opening hours based on calendar
year 2010), but decreased them at the Ulster Folk and Transport Museum, from
approximately 2503 to 2036 (estimated opening hours based on calendar year 2010).
This calculation was not possible for the Ulster American Folk Park due to the
previous ‘variable but longer period over Christmas’.
Market Research
The market research commissioned by NMNI which supports this decision was
carried out by Millward Brown Ulster at a cost of £70,000. According to its findings
Monday is the least popular day to visit a museum amongst respondents, while
Wednesday is the most popular mid-week day and Saturday the most popular day of
the seven.
A number of problems exist with the market research, namely:
•

the methodology utilised a ‘quota sampling’ system, a non-random system
that is less reliable and more open to bias than ‘random sampling’;

•

if an absence of bias is assumed, applying laws of ‘sampling error’ to the
sample sizes for Northern Ireland Visitors (555) and Non-visitors (300), the
differences in results for Mondays, Tuesdays, Thursdays and Fridays as
preferred days would not be statistically significant; and

•

the survey results are inconsistent with the visitor statistics (Annex 1) – The
visitor statistics show that Wednesday is not the most popular mid-week day
and Saturday is not the most popular weekend day, yet the survey showed
these to be by far the most preferred mid-week and weekend days.

Visitor Numbers
Supplementing the market research, NMNI have provided the Northern Ireland
Assembly Research and Library Service with visitor figures for the three sites for the
following years: Ulster Folk and Transport Museum 2007/08 and 2008/09; the Ulster
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American Folk Park 2007/08 and 2008/09; and the Ulster Museum 2005/06. These
are included in Annex 1 of this document.
The visitor figures provide daily total visitor numbers for each year as a percentage of
the total visitors for that year. The figures show Monday to be amongst the least
visited day across all three sites. This however, relies upon the Monday figures being
presented with bank holiday Mondays excluded (and in some cases education visits),
when these Monday bank holiday figures are included Monday is not shown to be the
least busy day.
Calculating average daily attendances for each year across all three sites, does not
show Monday to be consistently the least popular day (see section four for further
details).
Overall:
•

The exclusion of bank holiday Mondays means there will always be fewer
Mondays than other days in the totals, so the more appropriate comparison
would be average number of visitors for each day (as shown only for the
Ulster American Folk Park 2008/09) rather than the percentage shares shown
in the final row.

•

The analysis is biased against Mondays by excluding only bank holiday
Mondays and not excluding any other holidays (St Patrick’s day for example
where it does not occur on a Monday or Easter Tuesday) or special event
days (e.g Hallowe’en) occurring on other days of the week (there appear to
be some exceptional days where numbers are particularly high on other week
days, but these have not been excluded).

An unbiased examination of the visitor figures reveals that although they are flawed
to some degree, they suggest that Monday (excluding bank holidays) may still be the
best day to close the museums if the decision has already been taken that the
museums will only open six days a week.
Costings
Using the costings provided by NMNI, it is evident that opening all three museums for
362 days of the year would cost a total of £2,737,805 – approximately £395,000
more than the current scenario.
It could be argued that revising the opening arrangements to keep the Ulster
Museum open seven days a week, whilst continuing to close the other two museums
on a Monday, would yield a saving of approximately £91,600. This is equivalent to
35% of estimated saving currently secured through switching to Option B.
NIPSA
NIPSA have called into question the decision to close the three sites on Mondays.
Arguing that:
•
•

there was insufficient public consultation;
the new opening hours would result in the museums being open for less time
each year overall;
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•
•

that reducing hours on two of the sites during peak summer times is ill
advised; and
that NMNI’s ability to meet education, tourism and education needs has been
compromised.

In addition NIPSA have calculated opening for the 48 Mondays a year that the three
museums are currently closed would cost £218,296 in staffing costs (assuming the
need for 54 staff across the three sites, at £63.78 per worker and 30% National
Insurance/pension contribution).
Assuming these figures are correct it has been possible to extrapolate an estimated
staffing cost for 362 day opening of £1,620,800. This equates to approximately 60%
of NMNI’s estimated total opening cost of 362 day per year opening (£2,737,805).
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1.

INTRODUCTION

The following paper examines National Museums Northern Ireland’s decision to close
the regions three museums every Monday apart from bank holiday Mondays.
The paper begins by comparing previous opening arrangements at each museum
with the current arrangements and where possible, providing an indication of how
many hours per year the site will now be open as compared to previously.
The second section of the paper examines the market research carried out by
Millward Brown Ulster, suggesting reasons why it might be discounted.
Following on from this the visiting figures used by National Museums Northern
Ireland to supplement this research are examined, suggesting that whilst they might
be flawed a case for Monday closing can be made based upon them.
The estimated cost of three possible opening scenarios is outlined in section five,
whilst the views of NIPSA are considered in section six.

2.

NATIONAL MUSEUMS NORTHERN IRELAND – OPENING HOURS

Table 1 (below) provides an outline of the previous opening hours for all three
museums. In addition to these opening hours, the three sites had the following
annual closing regimes. The Ulster Folk and Transport Museum was open for 362
days a year, closed Christmas Eve, Boxing Day and Boxing Day. The Ulster Museum
closed for the same three days at Christmas as well as New Years Day and the 12th
of July. The Ulster American Folk Park had a less well defined annual closure
regime, closing for a ‘variable but longer period over Christmas’. 1
National Museums Northern Ireland (NMNI), in their review of opening hours,
indentified five ‘weaknesses’ in these opening hours:
•
•
•
•
•

a significant inconsistency in opening times between sites;
complex timings not easily communicated to end users;
unable to match visitor demands and expectations;
media and public criticism of the Ulster Museum’s weekend opening hours;
closing the Ulster American Folk Park during the winter had become
increasingly difficult to justify. 2

As a result of this and associated market research/review, NMNI have adopted the
opening hours outlined in Table 2. In addition, annual closing has been standardised
across the three sites to include three days during the Christmas period only.
Based upon the figures outlined in the two tables, and the information regarding
annual closure, it has been possible to calculate the total hours per year two of the
three sites would hypothetically be open under the current and previous systems
(using the 2010 calendar year). This calculation has not been possible for the Ulster
American Folk Park as definite information regarding previous Christmas closure is
not available.
If the previous opening hours of the Ulster Museum were to be applied to the
calendar year 2010 the site would be open 2163 hours a year approximately. Under
the new regime this would increase to 2205. For the Ulster Folk and Transport
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Museum, previous opening hours allow the site to be open for approximately 2503
hours per year. The new opening hours would reduce this to 2036.

TABLE 1: PREVIOUS OPENING HOURS ALL SITES

Site

Month

Ulster Museum

Jan - Dec
Mar - June
July - Sept
Oct - Feb
April - Oct
Nov- March

Ulster Folk &
Transport
Museum
Ulster American
Folk Park

Monday to
Friday
10.00 - 17.00
10.00 - 17.00
10.00 - 18.00
10.00 - 16.00
10.30 - 18.00
10.30 - 17.00

Saturday

Sunday

13.00 - 17.00
10.00 - 18.00
10.00 - 18.00
10.00 - 17.00
10.30 - 18.00
closed

14.00 - 17.00
11.00 - 18.00
10.00 - 18.00
11.00 - 17.00
10.30 - 18.00
closed

TABLE 2: REVISED OPENING HOURS ALL SITES
Site

Month

Monday

Tues - Fri

Sat - Sun

Ulster Museum

Jan - Dec
Mar - Sept

Closed
Closed

10.00 - 17.00
10.00 - 17.00

10.00 - 17.00
10.00 - 17.00

Oct - Feb
Mar - Sept

Closed
Closed

10.00 - 16.00
10.00 - 17.00

11.00 - 16.00
10.00 - 17.00

Oct - Feb

Closed

10.00 - 16.00

11.00 - 16.00

Ulster Folk & Transport
Museum

Ulster American Folk Park

3.

MILLWARD BROWN MARKET RESEARCH

In 2007 National Museums Northern Ireland (NMNI) commissioned market research
company Millward Brown to conduct a ‘Usage and Attitude’ survey which intended to
‘provide robust empirical data to inform the museum’s future planning and
programming’. 3 A freedom of information request submitted by NIPSA has revealed
the cost of research and consultancy to be £70,000. 4
Figure 1 (below) outlines the respondents preferred day to visit a museum. Three
respondent groups are included: Northern Ireland visitors, sample size 555 (400
telephone interviews and 155 face-to-face interviews); Northern Ireland non-visitors,
sample size 300 (200 telephone interviews and 100 face-to-face interviews); and UK
visitors, sample size 550 (400 telephone interviews and 150 face-to-face interviews).
Based upon the results contained in Figure 1 Saturday is the day all respondents felt
they would be most likely to visit a museum, with Wednesday being the most likely
mid-week day. Monday, with a 2% response rate, was the least popular day amongst
Northern Ireland respondents who considered themselves museum visitors, however,
only 1% more respondents showed a preference for Tuesday and Thursday. Fewest
respondents in the category ‘Northern Ireland non-visitors’ demonstrated a
preference for Tuesday (2%), whilst Monday and Thursday were equally preferred
(4%). ‘UK visitors’, the apparent popularity of Wednesday apart, appear to deem
each mid-week day equally preferential.
A number of problems may be identified in the Millward Brown survey, notably:
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•

the methodology utilised a ‘quota sampling’ 5 system, a non-random system
that is less reliable and more upon to bias than ‘random sampling’ 6 ;

•

if an absence of bias is assumed, applying laws of ‘sampling error’ to the
sample sizes for Northern Ireland Visitors (555) and Non-visitors (300), the
differences in results for Mondays, Tuesdays, Thursdays and Fridays as
preferred days would not be statistically significant; and

•

the survey results are inconsistent with the visitor statistics (Annex 1) –
Visitor statistics show that Wednesday is not consistently the most
popular mid-week attendance day and Saturday is not the most popular
weekend day, yet the survey showed these to be by far the most preferred
mid-week and weekend days.

FIGURE 1: SURVEY RESULTS – DAY MOST LIKELY TO VISIT A MUSEUM
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VISITOR NUMBERS

A request was submitted to the Department of Culture, Arts and Leisure for visiting
figures going back ten years. The Department provided visiting figures for all three
museums for the following years: Ulster Folk and Transport Museum 2007/08 and
2008/09; the Ulster American Folk Park 2007/08 and 2008/09; and the Ulster
Museum 2005/06.
A full set of these figures is contained in Annex 1. In their analysis of the figures
NMNI have presented the yearly total of each day as a percentage of the total yearly
visitor figures. Monday bank holiday figures have been excluded from the daily totals.
Education visits are excluded from the final percentage calculations for 2008/09 in
the case of Ulster Folk and Transport Museum and the Ulster American Folk Park,
and for 2005/06 for the Ulster Museum.
ULSTER FOLK AND TRANSPORT MUSEUM 7
Using NMNI’s methodology Monday appears to be the least popular day for visitors
to attend the Ulster Folk and Transport Museum in both 2007/08 (8.82%) and
2008/09 (6.74%). In contradiction to the market research Wednesday (14.75%

Providing research and information services to the Northern Ireland Assembly

3

Northern Ireland Assembly, Research and Library Service
2008/09 and 10.07% 2007/08) is not the most popular mid-week day in either year,
with Tuesday (11.8% 2008/09 and 15.64% 2007/08) appearing more popular in both
years.
If we include Monday bank holiday figures (and education figures in the years they
are removed) the total percentage of visitors attending the Folk and Transport
Museum increases to 16.87% in 2007/08 and 11.64% in 2008/09 (see Table 3 for
more details).
Another way these figures might be interpreted is to calculate the average daily
visitor figure for each day, by dividing the total daily visitor number for a specific day
by the number of days the museum was open upon that day in a given year. This
yields the following result (this calculation includes Monday bank holidays).
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Monday 2008/09 – 382, 2007/08 – 584;
Tuesday 2008/09 – 401, 2007/08 – 503;
Wednesday 2008/09 – 390, 2007/08 – 475;
Thursday 2008/09 – 383, 2007/08 – 413;
Friday 2008/09 – 403, 2007/08 – 423;
Saturday 2008/09 – 772, 2007/08 – 580;
Sunday 2008/09 – 566, 2007/08 – 512.

Based on the above calculation there appears to be little consistency in visiting
numbers with Monday yielding the highest daily average visiting figures one year
(584 – 2007/08) and the lowest the next (382 – 2008/09). Removing Monday bank
holidays from the equation reduces the Monday yearly average to 283 visitors per
day in 2008/09 and 302 visitors per day in 2007/08 which would make it the lowest in
both years.
TABLE 3: COMPARISON OF PERCENTAGE VISITOR FIGURES FOR ULSTER FOLK AND
TRANSPORT MUSEUM INCLUDING AND EXCLUDING FIGURES FOR BANK HOLIDAY MONDAYS 8
% excluding bank holiday
Monday
2007/08
2008/09
Mon
Tues
Wed
Thur
Fri
Sat
Sun

8.82
15.64
14.75
13.08
13.16
18.03
16.52

8.26
12.92
12.09
11.89
12.51
24.44
17.90

% including bank holiday
Monday
2007/08
2008/09
16.87
14.26
13.44
11.93
11.99
16.44
15.06

11.64
12.44
11.64
11.45
12.04
23.54
17.24

ULSTER AMERICAN FOLK PARK
Examining the figures provided for the Ulster American Folk Park, it is evident that if
we use the percentage figures provided by NMNI (with bank holidays and education
visits for 2008/09 removed) that Monday again appears to be the least popular day
(6.36% - 2008/09 and 8.08% 2007/08). The most popular mid-week day was Friday
in 2008/09 (18.69%) and Wednesday 2007/08 (16.63%).
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Including Monday bank holidays and education visits (2008/09) increases Monday’s
share of visitors to 14.25% (2008/09) and 16.7% (2007/08) (see Table 5 for further
details).
Examining the figures as daily averages across the year leads to the following
(Monday bank holidays are included, the results for Saturday and Sunday factor in
the museum closing at weekends for a proportion of the year):
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Monday 2008/09 – 386, 2007/08 – 529;
Tuesday 2008/09 – 341, 2007/08 – 431;
Wednesday 2008/09 – 341, 2007/08 – 486;
Thursday 2008/09 – 370, 2007/08 – 407;
Friday 2008/09 – 488, 2007/08 – 433;
Saturday 2008/09 – 549, 2007/08 – 680;
Sunday 2008/09 – 668, 2007/08 – 665.

Again, examined this way, Monday does not appear to be the least popular day in
either year. Conversely, it has the highest mid-week average visiting figures for both
years. Removing Monday bank holidays from the equation reduces the Monday
yearly average to 230 visitors per day in 2008/09 and 251 visitors per day in 2007/08
which would make it the lowest in both years.
TABLE 4: COMPARISON OF PERCENTAGE VISITOR FIGURES FOR AMERICAN FOLK PARK
9
INCLUDING AND EXCLUDING FIGURES FOR BANK HOLIDAY MONDAYS
% excluding bank holiday Monday % including bank holiday Monday
2007/08
2008/09
2007/08
2008/09
Mon
Tues
Wed
Thur
Fri
Sat
Sun

8.08
14.46
16.63
17.17
15.08
15.96
15.6

8.36
13.73
13.21
14.03
18.9
13.77
17.98

16.70
13.10
15.07
12.86
13.67
14.46
14.13

14.25
12.85
12.37
13.13
17.69
12.89
16.82

ULSTER MUSEUM
The figures provided for the Ulster Museum correspond to the year leading up to its
closure for refurbishment (2005/06). Looking at the headline figures provided by
NMNI, which discount Monday banks holidays and education visits, Monday appears
to have the lowest percentage (9.98%) share of visitors, the most popular midweek
day based upon percentage of total figures was Friday and 12.57%.
Including both bank holidays and education visits in the percentage calculation for
Monday increases it share of visitors to 12.9%, making it the most popular mid-week
day.
Calculating the average daily visitor figures across the year (including Monday bank
holidays and education visits) yields the following results:
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•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Monday – 484;
Tuesday – 462;
Wednesday – 460;
Thursday – 455;
Friday – 463;
Saturday – 617;
Sunday – 802.

Again calculated this way Monday is not the least popular mid-week day. Removing
Monday bank holidays from the equation reduces the Monday yearly average to 431
visitors per day which would make it the lowest.
TABLE 5: COMPARISON OF PERCENTAGE VISITOR FIGURES FOR THE ULSTER MUSEUM
10
INCLUDING AND EXCLUDING FIGURES FOR BANK HOLIDAY MONDAYS
2005/06
% excluding
bank holiday
Monday
Mon
Tues
Wed
Thur
Fri
Sat
Sun

10.84
12.83
12.53
12.66
1286
16.84
21.44

% including
bank holiday
Monday
12.90
12.54
12.24
12.36
12.57
16.44
20.94

OVERALL COMMENTS ON VISITOR FIGURES
The following should be borne in mind when assessing the figures provided by NMNI:
•

The exclusion of bank holiday Mondays means there will always be fewer
Mondays than other days in the totals, so the more appropriate comparison
would be average number of visitors for each day rather than the percentage
shares shown in the final row.

•

The analysis is biased against Mondays by excluding only bank holiday
Mondays and not excluding any other holidays (St Patrick’s day for example
where it does not occur on a Monday or Easter Tuesday) or special event
days (e.g Hallowe’en) occurring on other days of the week (there appear to
be some exceptional days where numbers are particularly high on other week
days, but these have not been excluded).

In conclusion, an unbiased examination of the visitor figures reveals that although
they are flawed to some degree, they suggest that Monday (excluding bank holidays)
may still be the best day to close the museums if the decision has already been
taken that the museums will only open six days a week.
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5.

COST COMPARISONS

NMNI have provided comparative costings for three possible scenarios: Option A, a
‘do nothing approach’ (based upon current practice prior to introduction of Monday
closure); Option B, the Monday closing scenario; and Option C, a seven day opening
scenario. These are presented in Table 1 (below) for all three museums for the
financial year 2006/07.
Based upon the figures provided, the total estimated saving secured by moving from
Option A to Option B is approximately £262,000. This is equivalent to saving
£199,000 at the Ulster Folk & Transport Museum and £62,962 at the Ulster American
Folk Park. There is no saving associated with switching from previous arrangements
to a Monday closing scenario at the Ulster Museum, with the additional opening
hours on Saturday and Sunday presumably being compensated for by Monday
closure.
Comparing options B and C, it is evident, based upon the figures provided, that
opening all three museums for seven days each week would cost an additional
£395,000 (approximately). The estimated additional costs of opening each museum
for seven days as opposed to the current arrangements are: Ulster Museum –
£170,500; Ulster Folk & Transport Museum – £135,000, and the Ulster American
Folk Park – £90,000.
Therefore it could be argued that revising opening arrangements to keep the Ulster
Museum open seven days a week, whilst continuing to close the other two museums
on a Monday, would yield a saving of approximately £91,600. 11 This is equivalent to
reducing the saving currently secured through switching from Option A to Option B by
35%.
TABLE 6: COMPARATIVE COST OF OPENING OPTIONS 12

Ulster Museum
Ulster Folk & Transport Museum
Ulster American Folk Park
Total

6.

Option A (£) Option B (£) Option C (£)
1,022,941
1,022,941
1,193,431
988,475
789,433
924,128
593,207
530,217
620,245
2,604,723

2,342,588

2,737,805

NIPSA’S VIEW

NIPSA have called into question the decision to close the three sites on Mondays.
They are of the view that the decision was taken without sufficient public consultation
and make the point that only 855 members of the Northern Ireland public were
interviewed by Millward Brown. 13
They also suggest that the claim new opening hours represent longer opening hours
is misleading (this may be the case for at least one of the sites, see section two).
Furthermore they question the rational behind reducing summer opening hours
during summer peaks, as is the case with the Ulster Folk and Transport Museum and
the Ulster American Folk Part, and during public holidays in the Republic of Ireland
(in order to operate on these days museums would be required to open three
additional Mondays, the first Mondays in May and August and the last in October). 14
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NIPSA raise concerns over NMNI’s ability to meet education, tourism and learning
needs in context of new opening arrangements. In relation to this they have raised
the point that Education Boards were not consulted about the revision of opening
hours. 15
Furthermore, NIPSA question the validity of closure based upon actual visitor figures,
stating some of the points raised in section four of this paper, particularly regarding
the removal of bank holiday figures. They state that ‘actual visitation figures clearly
establish that Monday is not consistently the least popular day to visit museums”.
Section four would appear to back this up, if the analysis of the figures includes
Monday bank holidays and education visits. 16
Finally, NIPSA have used a figure of £63.78 per staff member per day to calculate
the estimated staffing cost of opening the 48 Mondays three museums are currently
closed. Assuming 54 six staff members are required across the three sites per day
and including 30% combined National Insurance contribution and pension rate they
arrive at figure of £218,296. 17
Assuming NIPSA figures are correct a rough estimate of the staffing cost involved in
opening all three sites for 362 days per year can be established, based on the
assumption that each day requires 54 staff members across all three sites (at a cost
of £63.78 per staff member). Such a calculation gives an estimated total staffing
cost of approximately £1,620,800 per year or the equivalent of 60% of the estimated
total cost of seven-day opening provided by NMNI (£2,737,805 – see Table 3).
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ANNEX 1: VISITOR FIGURES ULSTER FOLK AND TRANSPORT MUSEUM (UFTM), ULSTER
AMERICAN FOLK PARK (UAFP) AND ULSTER MUSEUM (UM)
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