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Abstract :

This papers is about one important question which academic literature do not answer and that paradoxically cultural policies and managers rarely deal with as they take the answer for granted: “what does the audiences think of free admission of museums and monuments ? Facing the lack of knowledge about this topic, the Département des Etudes, de la Prospective et des Statistiques (DEPS) of the French Ministry of Culture and Communication has financed an important research project in 2002 and 2003. This paper presents some of the results, which contribute to understand, in the French context, free entrance social representations of free admission. It shows that there are much more complex that what the ideal it is supposed to be. Recommendations are formulated for free admission marketing and heritage marketing in general.
INTRODUCTION
In the 1980s, the obvious contradiction between admission fee-charging museums and the desire to widen access to them sparked off a heated debate between supporters and opponents of free admission in the milieu of museums in the West (Besterman and Bott, 1982). While the debate has been settled in several countries, such as the United States, Canada and progressively in several European countries, where museums choose both whether or not to introduce free admission, as well as what form it should take, in an autonomous and pragmatic way, according to their strategic objectives (Gombault, 2002, 2003), the debate carried on shrilly in the 1990s and beginning of this decade in the United Kingdom with a return in 2001 to free admission for the permanent collections in all entrance fee-charging national museums. In France, it has been revived little by little. In 1996, at the instigation of the French Ministry of Culture and Communication, admission to the Louvre became free on the first Sunday of the month, at first for a trial period of two years and then indefinitely as of 1998. In 2000, the Dimanches gratuits (the first Sunday of every month, admission to museums is free) was rolled out across all national museums and historical monuments (Octobre and Rouet, 2002) ; several towns went on to adopt the measure in local museums. In 2002, the Paris town museums made free access permanent and were soon joined by those of Dijon, Caen, Bordeaux and other areas. Finally, this return to free admission in France, when such measures had little by little disappeared during the twentieth century to make way for ever more sophisticated pricing policies, has taken on extra significance this year, following the announcement by the Fillon government that free entry to certain Parisian and provincial museums will be tested in order to gauge the consequences of such a policy.

The arguments that have always been opposed in this ancient and complex debate over free admission to museums fall into several categories, symbolic and political, economic, social (Génermont, 1997; Gombault, 2002, 2003). In each of these categories, the central question remains that of the different publics - supporters of free admission considering it to be an ideal for them, while opponents confront it with the need to maintain and develop the quality of what museums have to offer. The opposing arguments can be grouped into five themes which recur throughout the literature on the subject (O’Hare, 1975; Bailey et al., 1997a, 1997b, 1998; Dickenson, 1993 ; O’Hagan, 1995 ; Gombault, 2003) : the impact of free admission on visitor numbers, the impact of free admission on the accessibility of museums, how equitable free admission is, the impact of free admission on the perceived value of the visit, the impact of free admission on the perceived cost of the visit. Among these traditional themes, there is one glaring absence – and an important one at that: what do the various publics think of free admission ? Refering to the pricing policy of the Louvre – and to the Dimanches gratuits in particular, Fourteau ( 2000, 46) was already asking a crucial question : "Does the public feel concerned by this ideal of shared culture ?". Besides studies of impact on visitor numbers, work on how free admission measures are received and what meaning the publics attribute to free admission is rare (Gottesdiener et Godreche, 1996, Martin, 2003). 
In order to fill this gap, after having carried out a series of quantitative studies on the effects of free admission measures in national museums and monuments, the Département des Etudes, de la Prospective et des Statistiques (DEPS) of the French Ministry of Culture and Communication entrusted a team of five Management Science research professors with the task of conducting a mainly qualitative piece of research. The aim of this research was to understand the representations
, visit projects and behaviour patterns of the different publics (regular visitors, occasional visitors, and non-visitors) faced with free admission to museums and monuments. The question was formulated thus: in the French context, what representations do the publics have of free admission to museums and monuments and how are these representations related to their representations of, visit projects and behaviour patterns in museums and monuments? 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 (different analysis levels, methods, researchers, theories), warranting validity and reliability of the 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 and Data collection consisted in one main data collection method (52 individual interviews with 20 regular visitors, 19 occasional visitors and 13 non-visitors) and three complementary methods : 4 focus groups interviews (two groups of regular visitors, one group of occasional visitors and one group of non visitors, 6 observations on-site (observation of visitors’ behaviour with an interview in the middle of visit) in a two-site test (a monument and a museum, with different admission configurations, payable, periodically free,  exceptionally free) and a quantitative survey based on 580 questionnaires (311 regular visitors, 219 occasional visitors and 50 non-visitors). Produced between 2002 and 2004, the results of the research, which are published by la Documentation française (Gombault, Petr, Bourgeon-Renault, Le Gall-Ely and Urbain, 2006), consist of twenty-seven propositions, reduced to three meta-propositions which can be considered as hypotheses and can be generalised theoretically, but not statistically, in the French context.

The purpose of this paper is to examine some of those findings which relate to the representations of free admission and of the free admission policy of museums and monuments as expressed by the various publics
. The paper develops an empirical framework that describes and analyses these representations in three parts. First, free admission appears to be an ambiguous notion for the French publics, being at one and the same time ambivalent, paradoxical and ambiguous. Next, it is viewed predominantly from an individual perspective by the various publics, who put it into the perspective of their visit behaviour patterns and their representations of museums and monuments. Finally, it is viewed from a collective perspective, in the form of a free admission policy: all the different publics agree as to its unsuitability, but disagree over its legitimacy, its objectives and its funding.

1 – AN EQUIVOCAL NOTION FOR THE FRENCH PUBLICS

The equivocal character of the polysemic notion of free admission to museums and monuments stands out clearly in the social representations of the French publics, who have mixed perceptions on the subject, viewing the issue differently depending on whether it is for them as individuals or for the public as a whole, and as a source of manifold paradoxes and as something that is ambiguous in the forms it takes.

Ambivalence towards free admission, viewed differently depending on whether for oneself or for the public as a whole.

Representations of free admission reveal the publics’ mixed perceptions according to whether it is viewed collectively or individually.

	Table 1 – Ambivalence towards free admission 
noted in the discourses of the publics : two configurations


	Representations 
	Free admission for everyone and/or for others


	Free admission fore oneself

	First configuration
	Negative attitude (expressed by regular and occasional visitors, in particular). Review of all the negative effects: notably the danger of robbing museums and monuments of their special position as well as the equity principle: "those who benefit from the measure are not those who pay for it". Only if favour of the measure if it concerns certain categories: families and the disadvantaged.
	Positive attitude: intend to make the measure their own, if the opportunity arises: "As much as those who pay for the measure benefit from it ", if they feel interested in what is being offered. The negative effects of free admission are ignored.



	Second configuration
	Very positive attitude (regular, occasional and non-visitors). It concerns everybody. Increased value of museums and monuments.
	Don’t feel concerned by the measure (particularly non-visitors).

Like to visit museums and monuments just as much when admission is charged.


In the first configuration, the cognitive dissonance between a favourable attitude for oneself but unfavourable for the public as a whole can be explained by an opportunity effect which comes into full force when free admission is offered in special circumstances, only applies to certain categories of the population or is a one-off : The opportunity arises from going out for a walk - I was just walking  by  and saw it was free, so I went in
 -  or a bargain – I knew it was free so I went along. In these cases, free admission is experienced as a stroke of luck not to be passed up. In order to reduce this dissonance, certain people justify themselves in an odd way and, in doing so, strengthen the ambivalence of their position : while affirming that they are unfavourable towards free access because of its negative effects – trivialising museums and monuments, crowds – they also state that these effects have yet to be demonstrated and that, as individuals, they can make the most of free admission if the opportunity arises.

The second configuration shows that it is apparently easier to be in favour of free admission for others than it is for oneself. This position leads to two interpretations. First, as noted by Gottesdiener and Godrèche (1996) when they obtained the same findings at the Louvre, free admission is intended above all for the lowest income groups, and museum visitors have difficulty identifying with those of little means – be they financial or cultural. Free access for others could then "be interpreted as a defensive manifestation meant to help preserve a certain self-image". Again, the dissonance is strong. Indeed, certain people consider that free admission is a means to allow access to culture – and that having to pay would be an obstacle - , but in the course of the interview, also state that making museums and monuments more interesting will lead to greater numbers of visitors. Next, while free admission may be highly attractive as an ideal, it can also be a source of unease. It is particularly interesting to note the position of most non-visitors, who may well have quite a favourable attitude towards free (or cheap) admission for the population as a whole, but do not feel concerned as individuals, which confirms what has already been written on the subject, namely that this measure – which is aimed first and foremost at them – is not effective for them.

The paradoxes of free admission, as perceived and experienced by the various publics

The research findings next show that free admission, just like price, masks a number of complex and contradictory ideas for the various publics, which can be grouped into four themes.
	Table 2 – The paradoxes of free admission, as perceived by the publics

	Free admission is not truly free
	Free admission to museums and monuments exists de facto through pricing measures, but never exists in the absolute, as visiting a museum or monument always entails some non-monetary costs. 



	Who pays ?
	Free admission to museums and monuments is a good thing because, as a generous idea, it favours cultural democracy, secularism…, but it is a bad thing because it always has a cost and is never free. If funding is insufficient, there is the (by no means insignificant) danger that museums and monuments will be poorly maintained and will deteriorate, which will eventually lead to a lower standard of service for visitors. 

	Free admission as a strategic pricing action 
	The existence of free admission measures while museums and monuments are largely viewed by the various publics as  market- led cultural institutions appears to certain visitors as a third paradox. Free admission serves museums and monuments strategic objectives. In other words, truly free admission cannot exist in a capitalist economic system, given that, by its very nature, it is in contradiction with this system. Today, the notion that something can be free can only hold true in the sphere of an individual’s personal life, subject to certain conditions. 

	Free admission is egalitarian but not equitable
	Free admission to museums and monuments is egalitarian – it is meant for everyone – but it is not equitable – only a few individuals benefit from it. More importantly, the representations focus on the fact that those who benefit the most from free admission – that is to say regular visitors who can afford to pay admission - don’t need it. According to them, free admission does not encourage cultural democracy, but merely allows connoisseurs to consume more culture. Furthermore, certain visitors deem free admission to be an iniquitous measure because they believe they pay twice, given that they pay for free admission through their taxes but don’t benefit from it themselves. The idea of maintaining an iniquitous measure embarrasses them or gives rise to disagreement: Those who benefit from free admission are not those who pay for it.  Others go as far as to explain that they take up the opportunity to visit a museum or monument for free just to redress the balance.




The ambiguous nature of free admission and the difficulty the publics have in making sense of it.

Finally, the various publics in effect do not have a clear idea of what free means: what kind of free do we mean? The difficulty the publics have in making sense of free admission can, in part, be blamed on the lack of information that people complain about concerning the measure: if they indeed know about it, it is often only vaguely. This difficulty can also be inextricably linked to the museums and monuments as objects, which are described on several occasions as vague offers (from which) you don’t know what to expect. The intention of free admission also appears to be ambiguous: it would appear that free admission has a notable impact on the representations of the identity of  museums and monuments. By not encouraging visitors to make the effort of visiting an exhibition from start to finish, free admission appears to make people believe that museums and monuments are easy access. By making them believe that they can do what they want and by taking cost out of the equation, free admission appears to have a perverse effect on visit projects and behaviour patterns, making visitors blasé and depriving them of a sense of responsibility. Some people appear to visit a museum or monument just to benefit from free admission without even being interested in museums and monuments, which is considered to be a case of "misuse ( of public facilities)".

Furthermore, people are suspicious of such a free admission measure and doubts as to its effectiveness are often expressed. What is behind such measures for the public authorities? What is this measure for? Isn’t it proof of failure? Scepticism and wariness emanate from certain people who were surveyed and whose reactions could be summed up as "it’s too good to be true". They suspect that what is on offer on those days when admission is free is somehow inferior to what is on offer on other days. According to them, free admission to museums and monuments is a false problem or perhaps an inappropriate solution, and the effect of free admission on those likely to benefit from it is a wrong debate, because free admission has neither a long-lasting effect on visitor numbers, nor does it increase interest in museums and monuments. Finally, free admission appears to them to be an illusion as it has to be paid for somehow and there will always be an economic and cultural cost for the community just as there will be for the visitor.

2. A SECONDARY ROLE IN THE VISIT BEHAVIOUR PATTERNS OF THE VARIOUS PUBLICS, WHICH QUESTIONS THEIR REPRESENTATIONS OF MUSEUMS AND MONUMENTS

For the various publics, free admission is strongly associated with price and paying for admission. This association underlines the secondary role attributed to the fact that admission is free in the decision to visit a museum or monument. It calls into question  what the various publics think about what the identity of museums and monuments is, as well as about the nature of their visit, both being thought out in a unique frame of reference of common cultural goods in a mercantile system.

Free admission thought of as a price

In the representations of the publics, free admission manifests itself as a price, made up both of monetary and non-monetary costs and viewed as being a trade-off between perceived sacrifices and benefits. Its role, just like that of price, is considered paradoxical and to be relative when planning a visit to a museum or monument. Free admission is seen as the elimination of a monetary cost (the admission fee) which is liable to reinforce the perception of other monetary costs that are incurred by the visit (travelling to and from the museum or monument, ancillary services) and raises the question of its funding. It also modifies the perception of non-monetary costs associated with the visit. It can heighten the perception of the time needed for the visit, increase or diminish efforts made to organise the outing (in particular depending on whether it is ongoing or periodic), alter the non-monetary cost that having to put up with the crowds constitutes ( for certain people, the crowds are not a cost but an advantage), and diminish the non-monetary  cost that the possibility of being disappointed by the visit represents.

Its supposed effects are closely associated with the degree of involvement (felt by the publics) in what the museums and monuments have to offer : the impact of free admission is considered as being very dependent on the relevance, significance and the appeal that they (the publics) attach to their visit. Free admission is not the object of consumption that museums and monuments are. All those encountered during the course of the study, including regular visitors who benefit most from the measure, say that free admission will not make people come, or if it does, so few that the savings made are not the real problem, because barriers to entry lie elsewhere. For everyone, free admission is thus of secondary importance in the planning and realisation of a visit. This finding confirms what numerous quantitative studies on the impact of free admission on visitor numbers - mainly carried out abroad - have found. For all that, the free admission measure is not neutral in its effects:  it has a metamorphic power over the museum visiting practices of people, which is exerted in three different ways. First, the free admission measure makes people think about museums; it clearly has a promotional effect, especially if the measure is well communicated. Next, it makes museums more accessible, both financially and symbolically, for certain segments of the public, young people in particular. Free admission also enables certain occasional or regular visitors (those who are not hostile on principle and for whom there are no other barriers, such as a lack of time, for example) to make visits more often. Finally, for certain visitors, free admission modifies the decision making process involved in visiting a museum or monument, making the visit appear less complicated, less costly and more based on a desire to try something new just for the experience. By doing so, it raises the psychosocial barriers which are those that really limit access to museums.

Free admission and the meanings of the act of paying

The association of free admission with price takes us back to paying for a service and to the meanings of the act of paying and allows us to see certain contradictory representations on the part of the publics. By eliminating what might be called an entry visa, access is made available to everyone: for certain people, this trivialises visiting a museum, for others it makes it more democratic. By reducing distance, it allows people to make the place they are visiting their own, can create windfall effects, or on the contrary, lead to avoidance behaviour and modify points of reference. By making museums and monuments freely accessible, free admission takes away people’s sense of responsibility and leads to a deterioration in the quality of the visit, or on the contrary, allows visitors to adopt a more relaxed behaviour and become more familiar with the works on display. Finally, free admission modifies people’s perception of the value of museums and monuments and of their visit : generally, free admission runs the risk of making museums and monuments lose their value because of its attributed effects, both of a symbolic nature ( the taking away of the sacred aura of the place visited, the perceived loss in value of the offer) and of a material nature ( the deterioration in the quality of the conditions of the visit ; the perceived drop in quality of services offered ; constraints concerning the planning and timing of the visit if free admission is periodic) that people attribute to it. However, for certain other people, free admission can, on the contrary, contribute to increasing the value of museums and monuments by making them communal, non-commercial spaces. Such spaces are special and as such foster conviviality and strengthen social ties. For others, whether they are for or against free admission, it remains neutral: the price of admission has no bearing on the value of museums or monuments.

Free admission and representations of museums and monuments and of the visit experience

This confrontation of the representations of museums and monuments as cultural objects and of the relation to money that free admission puts into perspective takes us back to the publics’ frame of reference and to their representations of museums and monuments. They understand them as communal cultural goods in a mercantile system, to which various norms and visiting codes are strongly attached. Placing them in a mercantile system allows us to understand both why, in the publics’ representations, free admission manifests itself as a price, which is one of the main symbols of the market economy, and why paying is so important for the visitor – entry visa, a commitment to the act of visiting and making the visit meaningful. There is, thus, a huge gap between the publics and the original ideology of free admission espoused by numerous professionals working in the field of national or cultural heritage in France and abroad, even if this gap is narrowing
. The existence of free admission measures and the experience of free admission leads the publics to question this dominant frame of reference. In order to reduce the cognitive dissonances which result from this, most people stick to this frame and reject permanent free admission. Others, however, having had a positive experience of free admission are capable of making changes to this frame of reference.

If the publics associate all museums and monuments with communal cultural goods and see them as having to be accessible to all and as being part of a cultural heritage that needs to be protected, this shared vision does, however, mask several representations.  These representations are formed in particular from the degree of involvement and attitude that the publics have with regard to museums and monuments, are based on whether or not admission is free, depend on personal and social values, but also on the perception of the aesthetic and utilitarian benefits linked to visiting them as well as the individual life paths of individuals and their practices concerning museum and monument visits. The publics’ representations thus lie within the scope of different worlds which are themselves fragmented. We have recourse to the term "world" in the sense that the representations appear as organised wholes and as systems that convey meaning and from which are expressed the degree of involvement, the attitude of the publics towards museums and monuments and free admission to them, the value that is attributed to them, as well as people’s experiences, their individual and collective values and the social groups to which they belong or to which they refer. Four different worlds can clearly be distinguished: the world of the sacred, the world of heritage, the world of  leisure and the world of strangeness.
In the world of the sacred, museums and monuments are seen as extraordinary, sacred and universal objects lying outside the scope of a mercantile environment. The world fragments according to whether the perspective is more religious or more secular, according to the attitude, more often than not favourable, but sometimes unfavourable, towards permanently free admission as a principle, and according to how often the people in question visit museums and monuments.

In the world of heritage, museums and monuments are considered as patrimonial goods, in the cultural sense but also in the economic and legal senses, that must be respected and passed down through the generations. The world fragments around the debate over free admission and the manner in which the visitor, who must give concrete expression to his commitment, participates: free admission is not the norm and creates a strong tension between accessibility and financial contribution. A split appears here between representations of museums and monuments – which are seen as a cultural and an economic heritage- and representations of visits to them – which are seen more as the provision of a service.

The world of leisure blurs the distinction between the ideological and political dimensions of the representations, museums and monuments being considered as leisure destinations which provide services as well as cultural products; this is a consumer world. The visit is put on the same level as other leisure activities. This world fragments according to the publics’ centres of interest and according to the more or less elitist character of the destinations or of what is on offer.

The characteristic feature of the world of the strange is the significant distance which appears between the museums and monuments and the publics. This distance is characterised by an indifference towards and/or an inability to describe museums and monuments. These publics are non-visitors even if it is noteworthy that not all non-visitors’ representations lie within the scope of this world. This world fragments according to the temporary character of the distance (for example, some young people consider that heritage does not concern them for the moment) as well as how knowledgeable or not the publics are about the existence of cultural codes of practice. Free admission does not give rise to a clearly asserted position and is reputed not to have an effect on practices.

3. A POLICY THAT IS DEEMED TO BE UNSUITABLE AND WHICH SPLITS THE FRENCH PUBLICS
From a collective perspective, the publics think of free admission as a whole made up of objectives, means and initiatives, which can be called "the free admission policy" on which their representations converge strongly around one main idea: this policy is badly thought out and is inappropriate for them. Criticisms focus on two points: a lack of coherence and a lack of promotion. On the other hand, their representations diverge just as strongly when it comes to defining the objectives and funding of this policy.

A lack of coherence and promotion
To those people whom we met, the free admission policy often appears to be incoherent : it appears to attract too many people at the same time, thus creating problems in terms of managing visitor flows and quality of service due to the extra work created for staff, while it does not seem able to increase visitor numbers in any sustainable or significant way. This therefore raises the question of its effectiveness and legitimacy. Current policy is thus apparently simply a first step, evidence of good intentions, a noble deed. Moreover, the relevance of this free admission policy when it is not firmly embedded in a long-term, educational and artistic approach is challenged.  In general, the publics are critical of this policy because it does not take into account their behaviour as visitors : the time  they have for the visit – they suggest that it would be preferable to lengthen the period of time when free admission is available ; the conditions in which visits take place  in terms of social density that they call for  (neither too many, nor too few visitors) and of the related service levels – they suggest that it would be desirable to regulate visitor flows better ; their diversity - they suggest  that prices should be adapted to each segment, by calling massively for specific measures for specific categories ( young people, school children, the elderly on low incomes), and even by calling for periodic free admission for local and national residents.

Added to these different criticisms, the cost of the free admission measures is condemned in several ways: What is it? Are people aware of it? Is it the taxpayer who pays for it? Does it not lead to a funding shortfall for the upkeep of buildings? Certain criticisms, however - such as wanting low admission fees for children – express the publics’ lack of knowledge about free admission, because, for them free admission to museums and monuments is a permanent measure. Furthermore, others denounce this lack of knowledge as being the consequence of a lack of promotion concerning the policy.

Regardless of how often the publics visit museums and monuments, they are all scathing in their attacks on the shortcomings in terms of how this free admission policy is communicated, shortcomings which are both quantitative and qualitative. Their criticisms are directed towards all the institutions involved: The Ministry for the Arts, regional bodies and municipal bodies, as well as the museums and monuments themselves. Publicity campaigns regarding the periodic free admission measures are deemed insufficient, muddled and poorly targeted. While the majority of those encountered do know about the existence of free admission during the Heritage Days and indeed bring it up of their own accord, many are not aware of other, similar measures; certain have vaguely heard of them, but only a small number are well-informed. Several people regret that press coverage did not inform them better on the Dimanches gratuits or on the end of local free admission measures. This acknowledgement that these measures are not well-known by the public mirrors the findings of a study which was conducted in 2001, according to which only 35% of French people stated that they knew about free admission to museums and just 25% knew about it for monuments.

The legitimacy, objectives and funding methods of free admission are all challenged

As the following table 3 illustrates, while the various publics all agree that free admission policy is ill-adapted to their needs, they are split over its legitimacy, its objectives and the methods employed in its application.

	Table 2 – Representations of the legitimacy of free admission to museums and monuments related to the representations of the policy of free admission

	
	Representations of the legitimacy of free admission to museums and monuments
	Related representations 
of the policy of free admission

	The fundamentalists

(the world of the sacred)


	Free admission is inherent to museums and monuments


	Common heritage as a duty, an obligation. A public service. A tool of cultural democratisation. Free admission should be permanent.

Extracts from individual interviews

An obligation, a duty. Heritage belongs to everyone. We pay tax. Some people make donations. (…) Knowledge should be made accessible to everyone.

Extracts from group interviews (occasional visitors)
G: I associate free with heritage.

E3 ( regular visitors)

F: I pretty much agree with the idea of free admission for national museums or heritage sites because, as its name suggests, it belongs to the State and therefore to the French.(…)

A: I associate the term democratization with free.


	The scepticals

(the world of heritage)
	Free admission to museums and monuments is a good thing, but implementing it is a delicate matter
	Enables social inequalities to be reduced, but is costly. Heritage also has to be maintained. Free admission should remain occasional.

Extracts from individual interviews

Free admission sounds nice, but the first thing that it makes me think of is that it comes at a cost ; it’s always the same thing, upkeep has to be paid for… And if there’s no money coming in from admission fees…

Effective if properly targeted : good for young people  (children, school children, students) and families.

Extracts from group interviews (occasional visitors)

A : (Access for) People who don’t necessarily have the means to go ( to museums and monuments)
H: Yes, entire families. For large families, it’s costly (…)
B: I think that free admission is more for families perhaps. For families with a lot of children.
Effective if in addition to a policy of cultural education. 

Extracts from group interviews (regular visitors)

B :Support or accompanying measures are absolutely necessary (…)
G : Regardless of whether or not it’s free, just putting someone in front of a painting, if there’s nobody to help him understand it…

	The opponents

(the world of leisure)
	Admission to museums and monuments should not be free
	Costly, ineffective, lax.
Extracts from individual interviews

I’m telling you, if there’s misuse of public facilities, you’ll get people in  the crowd who are just idle on-lookers, coming along without really knowing why, though there may be a few who get something out of it (…) But in my opinion, it’ll be a minority. I’m convinced that if you do a survey a week later, nine out of ten of them won’t have gone because they really wanted to, but just because it was free and that 89 or 90% of them won’t even remember what they saw. They’ll have wandered around without taking anything in. In that case, what use is free admission for those people?


Few and far between are those professionals working in the field of cultural or national heritage who openly and forcefully state that museums and monuments ought not to be free, unlike certain sections of the publics (the opponents). Out and out rejection of free admission by the latter can be explained by their lack of knowledge concerning the historical and social construction of free admission to museums and monuments - or its negation - , while professionals generally assimilate it when thinking about the issue. The rejection of free admission also translates a political position, in this case, a liberal one: they refer to the danger of state aid or handouts, which, in their opinion would remove the incentive to make a financial or cultural effort. The following question from an occasional museum-goer illustrates this point well: Aren’t we heading towards a social policy which might well be an attractive one, but is one that does not increase the self-esteem of the individual, whoever it might be ? (…) Making things free cannot increase the self-esteem of the man, whoever he might be (…). Permanently free admission comes up against the following, main argument put forward by opponents and those who have mixed feelings alike: of course, museums and monuments must be made accessible, but they must also be preserved and well-maintained. Any misgivings that people may have about free admission are not to do with accessibility per se, but more with the difficulty of reconciling permanently free admission with protecting our cultural heritage. This also explains the position of those who have mixed feelings on the issue, for whom targeted free admission would be preferable to permanently free admission for all. They put forward the "trigger" effect of such a measure, which, by giving rise to the occasion or by surprising would be much better at initiating the publics in, educating them about and attracting them  to museums and monuments than would be a permanently free admission policy, which would become routine. In the same way, they prefer passes to permanently free admission – in order to create loyalty among visitors.

In the publics’ representations, the introduction of free admission measures in museums and monuments is motivated by the desire to increase visitor numbers, to make more people come, to get people in by removing a financial obstacle. This desire is the subject of clear value judgements which are either positive – to let everyone benefit ; to open up museums and monuments to everyone ; to reduce social inequalities ; to educate people ; to improve historical knowledge ; to encourage people who have not previously visited museums or monuments to do so -, or negative – the feeling of satisfaction that those people who run museums and monuments have by getting visitors in ; making people come back ; the power used to compel the beneficiaries to come ; free admission designed to appeal to the public ; free admission as a way to increase turnover through the sale of merchandise or finally for impact.
Similarly differentiated representations are to be found when it comes to the funding methods employed to make free admission possible. Certain people advocate private funding (patronage, foundations, tourism, merchandising). On the other hand, others criticise such initiatives, believing them to be a threat to the independence of cultural choices : they prefer traditional public funding through taxation, either through conviction (as it’s a collective measure, it should be funded collectively), or realism (other funding sources would not suffice). Proponents of private funding, on the other hand, challenge this method of funding with conviction, as, for them, it should not be up to the community to bear the cost of a measure that only benefits a few. In both cases, the funding of the free admission policy raises the same question: who is going to pay for it ? The state ? Visitors ? Tourists ? Patrons ?  Several of those people whom we encountered were beginning to see how free admission can today be thought of as part of a marketing strategy: free admission (at the point of entry) is partly funded by actively creating commercial activities around the museum and in return appears to generate a higher volume of associated activities only if visitors pay an entrance fee. This spontaneous remark leads to strongly contrasting stances which are to do with the status attached to museums and monuments. For some, free admission encourages visitors to purchase associated products. For others, it does not. Some consider this to be the merchandisation

of culture, others consider it to be an acceptable funding method.

DISCUSSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS

The findings of this research enable us to come to one main conclusion and to make several recommendations. Measures concerning free admission to museums and monuments in France appear to the publics to be more the product of stakes of an ideological and symbolic nature concerning the identity of museums and monuments than of a legitimate and effective policy designed to improve their accessibility. These measures mask the central question of the involvement of the publics in the visiting activity on which the museums and monuments must do more work in order to improve their accessibility significantly. Free admission measures can be a tool to increase involvement, provided that they are incorporated into the strategy of each site or complex in a coherent way, and that they are not decided on in an exogenous way by policies which do not take the ways in which the publics are different into account.

The ambiguous character of free admission for the different publics, the secondary role that they attach to it when deciding to make a visit and the correlation between their representations of free admission and their representations of museums and monuments as such, as well as their disagreement over the legitimacy and implementation methods, make it clear that free admission systematically raises the question of intentions to use it and how it really is used. For this reason, the representations reveal that free admission for them, as it is in their interpretations of public policies, constitutes more of a measure of symbolic value than one of a real pragmatic price action at the service of the strategic objectives of the museums and monuments.

Thus, from a group perspective, the polarisation of attitudes is very strong – for/against, favourable/unfavourable -, but from an individual perspective, the stance is less clear-cut. If we examine the relation between attitude towards free admission, intentions, and real use, other elements which are liable to modify the relation appear – among which we can mention the different shapes and forms of free admission, the circumstances in which free admission is offered, the practices of museums and monuments, etc. There is very little coherence between these two attitudes – free admission for the community as a whole, or free admission for oneself : people express an opinion on free admission on principle, but most depart from this principle ( in practice). Also it would be more appropriate to offer free admission measures for museums and monuments supported by a political speech ie. communicating the meaning they can have for the nation, the community or area concerned
 than it would to defend them with arguments of a technical nature, bringing into play visitor numbers, democratisation or accessibility. As these have not been demonstrated, free admission appears to many to be "a social lie". In other words, if we want free admission to museums and monuments, it must be accompanied in a voluntarist way, and must be "socially-constructed free admission", creating, as a consequence "a culture of free admission", when in fact it is precisely this lack of accompaniment in free admission policy that people criticise.

Indeed, as the findings of our research clearly show, the political meaning that free admission could encompass is not well understood by the various publics. The acknowledgement of museums and monuments by their publics as a collective value symbolising heritage or culture is present in their representations, but is only secondary as, while they are seen as shared cultural goods, they are also part of a mercantile environment. The importance that professionals working in this sector have traditionally attached to the "existence value" (Greffe, 2003) inherent value these institutions have by mere virtue of existing is relative for the publics for whom museums and monuments can be thought of more in terms of use value and exchange value : this is an important element in changing their identity. Fighting this development is akin to ignoring the publics’ representations. Including it, on the contrary, would make it possible to communicate better this existence value.
At the same time, by no longer considering price as the primary barrier to entry to museums, and thus free admission as an indispensable means to open them up, public policies and museums and monuments could do more work on the real mechanisms affecting the publics’ involvement in the activity of visiting museums and monuments. Avenues to be explored concern the three dimensions that make up involvement : relevance (why visit a museum or monument ?), interest (why is it interesting for me ?) and attraction (a more experiential marketing, see Bourgeon-Renault and Gombault, 2007). Offers of free admission, pricing offers and the setting of all admission fees for museums and monuments in general must be thought out within the framework of this work on the level of involvement of the publics.

For example, the Heritage Days hold a special position for the publics who call massively for them because they perceive them as an attractive event in itself, and of which the fact that admission is free is but one of the production methods of the event. Moreover, the promotion of this event is more important by far than the fact that it is free. Widespread publicity for the event, through radio and television is particularly appreciated by the general public, who otherwise complain not only about the lack of publicity concerning other free admission measures, but also about the lack of publicity concerning museums and monuments in general. The publics have great difficulty imagining what is on offer : the message seems to be scrambled. It is once more clear that greater involvement cannot be encouraged through free admission alone, but through the promotional effect that free admission has. The introduction of a free admission measure is the perfect opportunity to talk about museums and monuments, which goes a long way towards explaining the temporary rise in visitor numbers. But in the short or medium term, visitor numbers fall back to their pre-free admission levels and any promotional effect of free admission is lost, from the moment that promotion of free admission is not included in a wider promotional strategy. This is the "honeymoon effect" described by Dickenson as early as in 1982 and that is to be found in several French towns which have introduced a policy of permanent free admission to their museums.

Other relevant measures of free admission which are most frequent in France are those which concern children and young people in general before they have reached working age. Indeed, for these segments, who we know to be sensitive to price because they have the time, but lack the economic resources – provided their lifestyles allow them to visit museums and monuments (Kirshberg, 1998), the fact that admission is free will really make a potential visit more attractive – even if it is not sufficient – where, for other segments, it would either have no effect on the perception of what is being offered, or would devalue it. In order to increase the level of involvement of the various publics, the diversity of these same publics should be taken into account: one of the indirect contributions of the research is to remind us that when it comes to culture – and to museums and monuments in particular – the public is not homogeneous. Those who devise cultural policy must take into account not only this diversity, but more importantly its new contours, as segmentation can no longer only be done according to how regularly people visit museums, what social class they belong to, or where they come from, but must also take into account those individual variables which are now affect the publics’ behaviour, such as the important degree of individualism versus a quest for relations to others. For each segment the right price must be found to position the offer. Which tourists, for example ? "L’impensé touristique" (Octobre, 2008) expresses some very clear opinions on pricing polices for heritage sites in France. As a segment which is generally insensitive to admission fee levels for museums and monuments (even though, here again this category needs to be slimmed down), should it be subsidised by permanent free admission measures ? Ought it not, on the contrary, to be discriminated against in a context of globalisation in which the museum has a responsibility to educate them as well as other visitors ? At one and the same time a tool allowing institutions to control flows, promote themselves and sometimes improve accessibility, price can be anything an institution wants it to be.

This leads us to one final, yet crucial point: how can we approach free admission policy in an exogenous and homogeneous way when museums and monuments are so different in terms of identity and missions, history, size, geographic location, visitor numbers and strategies? Moreover, how can we believe it possible and viable to have homogeneous free admission measures when museums and monuments now exist in an environment where they are competing with other leisure activities? When the various publics criticise current free admissions in their entirety, they are indicating that they do not understand the complexity of French pricing policies, which are "the result of successive compromises between partners with conflicting objectives (the museum, administrative and political supervision)", and the ensuing  "extreme illegibility" (Octobre, 2008). These pricing policies, as in many public museums and monuments across Europe, remain under an ideological yoke, which prevents institutions from making price a real management tool (Gombault, 2002 ; Rentschler, Hede and White, 2007). As a variable which is more exogenous than endogenous, it falls more within the province of a political than a market rationale, when in fact, while museums and monuments are not-for-profit, this does not make them any less part of a market environment.

However, while coming to understand the leading role that price plays is a slow process in France, it is making inroads : some public legal statutes for the biggest museums has led to a certain autonomy in their management, as well as the significant latitude given to French museums in the 4th January 2002 law which included the freedom for these institutions to set their own prices and make pricing a  tool in the general strategy of the museum, serving their cultural, marketing and financial objectives. It is quite understandable that in France the most innovative and dynamic pricing decisions are implemented by the most autonomous museums and monuments. These pricing strategies should be rolled out in the smaller institutions, by being led in a pro-active way, on a territorial scale
, for example.

Free admission measures should be thought out within the framework of the implementation of museums’ and monuments’ autonomous pricing strategies and will differ according to the identity and therefore the strategy of the institutions. Whether they focus on the promotion of the offer or enables pecuniary or symbolic access to this offer by certain segments, they will only be meaningful if they are defined according to the characteristics, expectations and visit behaviours of the publics. The best way to improve  the accessibility of museums and monuments in France while at the same time ensuring the development of their offer is to have less high-mindedness and more realism, less ideology and more reason in this outdated debate over free admission.
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� We use the concept of "social representations" which could be consensually defined as systems of knowledge achieved and constructed through reflection, interpretation and imagination of reality, shared by a social group and elaborated in the act of social communication by its members (see Jodelet, 1984).


� The complete results of the research were published in a French book (Gombault, Petr, et al., 2006, and in various articles which presented different aspects of the findings (Le Gall, Urbain, et al., 2007, 2008), Bourgeon et al. (2006). The present paper focuses on how the French perceive the policy of free admission to museums and monuments.





� Words appearing in italics indicate verbatim quotations gathered from members of the public during the qualitative stages of the research (individual and group interviews).





� Representations of price in European museums and monuments are generally negative. By nature antinomical with their primary identity, it is still often perceived as « a necessary evil » which is needed to offset insufficient public resources (Bagdali, 1998 ; Gombault, 2002 ; Rentschler, Hede et White, 2007).


� As was the case to a certain extent in the United Kingdom, where those who promoted and supported the return of free admission when it was reintroduced for national museums in 2001 employed arguments of a political nature, focusing on the historical role and on the contribution to national identity of free admission from these museums, faced with those who were against who put forward economic arguments.


� Autonomous pricing strategies do not exclude common initiatives in line with the principle of "coopetition", thus allowing the museums and monuments to perform better against competition from other leisure activities.
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