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ABSTRACT

The approach implemented to unravel intimate secrets about the viewing experience of contemporary art audiences as an ethnographic study has grown from a selection of methods. These methods are assembled to provide entry into that secret world of the viewer where he or she is at ease in the persona of audience member, moving at will among the artworks that are the focus of their attention. Oddly perhaps, the research models best suited to this enquiry were originally developed for the purpose of studying the shopping experience in the retail sector. Most significantly, the methodology of Paco Underhill, developed as a market research tool, has formed the basis of the research model used for this study, though modified to include components of various other research methods in order to accommodate the idiosyncrasies of the contemporary art gallery site. 

Direct observation, rather than the traditional questionnaire or interview, reveals most about the experience of interaction. The researcher utilizes video footage, tracking and participatory observation to acquire data about the viewing experience which has previously gone unnoticed. By observing behaviour while the audience is engaging with the artwork, the site and each other, specific and relevant information about that viewing experience is collected and analysed. For the producers and providers of contemporary art this insight offers superior understanding of the reactions, needs and general behaviours of their audiences. An original and personalized body of knowledge can be used to instigate adjustments within the viewing environment to better accommodate the audience and their needs, resulting in an enhanced aesthetic experience within the site of interaction. 
