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Abstract 
 
Context: Museum education is seen as a means of enriching individuals, creating meaningful situations 
that generate purpose for visitors. From the point of view of cultural democracy and cultural 
democratization, museums now realize that they must constantly innovate to meet the diverse and 
changing needs of communities in which they are embedded, and in so doing, fulfill their social role. 
Objectives: This is true when studying art museums, most specifically their contemporary art collection. 
Contemporary art, no longer primarily based on canonical principles of beauty, is still today considered a 
challenge for many individuals. In this context, the principal objective of our research program was 
centered around accessing and understanding the actual experiences of adults. To understand the 
intellectual functioning of visitors is an avenue in providing useful information for the elaboration of 
powerful museum programs. This is a key issue, for museum professionals since it is imperative to find 
ways to provide a diversity of museum experiences for all. More specifically, our paper presents effects 
of contemporary art exploration on older adults. 
Methods: Our research was conducted at the Montreal Museum of Fine Arts. Twenty-four adult visitors 
aged 65 and over that visited museums more than five times per year were selected. Data was collected 
using the Thinking Aloud protocol. This approach is one where visitors were asked to articulate ideas, 
thoughts they might have as they toured the galleries. The verbal comments were recorded, transcribed 
and analyzed using instruments created in previous research, that is, a typology of dissonances and 
consonances, the identification of eight mental operations, and these results were put in relation to 
Pelowski and Akiba’s psychological model of a transformative art experience comprising five stages with 
three possible outcomes to the art experience. 
Results: Results indicate the importance of reaching Pelowski and Akiba’s meta-cognitive Stage 4 of the 
aesthetic experience. Engaging with contemporary art seems to be, for the elderly visitor, an exercise in 
self-discovery where, with contemporary art, it is possible to find meaning. For our visitors, the aesthetic 
experience has the power of regenerating the self, resulting in self-caring. The museum can then be 
viewed as a self-care environment that provides elderly visitors with possible transformative aesthetic 
experiences that can help improve their well-being and quality of life. However, this would require 
additional research in exploring different museum experiences, considering different artistic periods, and 
this, as part of a longitudinal study. 
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1. Rationale of the research  
 

In the last decade, museums have actively promoted their social value as a community asset. 
With the aging of the population, it is clear that innovative programs must be put in place to meet the 
needs of the elderly.  

The research project focused on contemporary art appreciation as opposed to historical art, for a 
number of reasons. As artworks are considered of our time, it was hoped that elderly participants would 
be able to relate to the representation of today’s life or views of the world, presented in the artworks. 
Instead of focusing on the past, through the exploration of historical art, we wanted to present artworks 
that were contemporaneous to our elderly visitors. So, on the one hand, contemporary art may have 
relevance to our participants as some of the subjects being explored, reflect on the society we live in. On 
the other hand, the way to treat these diverse subject matters might be challenging for them as 
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contemporary art is no longer primarily based on canonical principles of beauty and ask for the viewer to 
formulate a multitude of interpretations. 

To understand the intellectual functioning of visitors during their exploration of contemporary 
artworks is an avenue in providing useful information for the elaboration of powerful museum programs. 
This paper addresses how older people understand and engage with contemporary art in a museum 
context and whether if engaging with contemporary art has an impact on elderly visitors’ museum 
experience. 
 
2. The choice of participants 
 

Participants were of mixed gender (n = 24), aged 65 to 80, with different levels of education 
ranging from less than 12 years of education to post-secondary education.  

They were frequent museum goers with more than 5 visits per year. Participants were familiar 
with the museum context as they were members of the Montreal Museum of Fine Arts. The study 
received ethical approval from the ethics committee at the Université de Montréal. 
 
3. Procedure for collecting data 
 

Data was collected using the Thinking Aloud protocol adapted to visits to museum exhibitions in 
the 1990s by Dufresne-Tassé and her team. This method consists of recording what the visitor says at the 
very time of the visit. Visitors, not having to worry about explaining or justifying their comments, have 
only to say aloud whatever comes to mind (Dufresne-Tassé & Lefebvre, 1995; Dufresne-Tassé et al., 
1998; Ericsson and Simon, 1993). This method has been subjected to numerous tests and adjustments so 
as to significantly reduce its impact on the functioning of the visitor and may, thus, be employed with 
confidence. The artwork explorations were between 90 and 150 min’ duration and were digitally recorded 
and transcribed. These constituted the visitor’s discourse.  
 
4. Treatment of data 
 

The twenty-four transcripts were then coded using existing categories identified in previous 
research. The coding was first based on a typology of consonances and dissonances so that moments of 
harmony and conflict could be identified in the participants' discourses. Secondly, eight mental operations 
were also coded between consonant and dissonant moments (Émond, 2016a, 2016b, 2017). Third, once 
the discourses coded, results were put in relation to Pelowski and Akiba’s (2011) psychological model of 
art experience. This model presents five different stages of the aesthetic experience:  
Stage 1: Pre-expectations and self-image; Stage 2: Cognitive mastery and introduction of discrepancy; 
Stage 3: Secondary control and escape; Stage 4: Meta-cognitive re-assessment; Stage 5: Aesthetic 
outcome and new mastery, with a total of three possible Outcomes to the aesthetic experience. It is 
recognized that the conclusion drawn cannot be generalized beyond the data set. 
 
5. Results and discussion 
 
5.1. Meta-cognitive re-assessment and aesthetic outcome and new mastery 

Contemporary art exploration seems to create dissonances as it often challenges the way the 
visitor appreciates art. As mentioned by Radford (2004), the role of cognitive dissonances is unavoidable 
in the exploration of contemporary art, as it contains “[the] notion of tension and reconciliation, and of the 
creative act as speaking to something “within us” and revealing to us something about ourselves…”  
(p. 56). The visitor that overcomes the challenges inherent to the exploration of contemporary artworks, 
seems to instigate creativity. In these circumstances, the visitor appears to tolerate ambiguity and is 
willing to go beyond his comfort zone in his art appreciation (Minissale, 2013).  

In Pelowski and Akiba’s (2011) psychological model of art experience, as presented by Émond 
(2018; 2019), all stages have a particular role to play in the quality of visitors’ museum experience 
particularly Stage 4: Meta-cognitive re-assessment as when the visitor completes Stage 4 and enters into 
Stage 5: Aesthetic outcome and new mastery, he is getting closer to an Outcome 3, that is,  
a transformative aesthetic experience. As discussed previously, when a visitor overcomes the challenges 
encountered during a contemporary artwork exploration and withholds a final judgement and pursues the 
artwork exploration, this allows for other ideas to emerge and in doing so prolongs the aesthetic 
experience (Gomez, 2007). This favors a situation where the unexpected is pursued. When this occurs 
during the artwork exploration, there is evidence in the visitor’s discourse of metacognitive knowledge, 
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experiences and skills (Émond, 2019). The visitor being in a creative pursuit during Stage 4, seems to 
undergo moments of self-discovery. One participant reported in his discourse such an experience: 

But this reminds me of a place and time in my life…Because in ruptures you have like… it’s like 
two colors, … that’s like in illness there, look, when you’re told you have cancer you’re in the 
acute phase, … but it’s the same thing in a rupture, it’s like… it’s that… You don’t see anything, 
you don’t know… but you know there are lights somewhere… because, like it or not, when 
suffering… you know that suffering will stop… 
Basically, I realize that the artworks, the artworks come to me emotionally a lot… a lot… and 
you see what I want, is art that is not too stuffy (MBAM BQ). 

The participant sees the contemporary art exploration as an opportunity to reflect on life and realizes the 
challenging nature of the artwork which instigates an emotional encounter. Pursuing the exploration, the 
visitor engaged with another artwork and said: 

So that’s why I find that this… this painting here… this is what I love about it, it’s like my life 
through it. You look at that, it’s a dead tree, it’s a wound, it’s a scar, do you understand? Rocks 
represent the difficult things… do you understand, that’s it. Then there are people, there are 
people who are doing something, you know. Now look at this, it is like… death… do you 
understand? I’m confronted at that, at seventy-one years of age, life expectancy is eighty-five, so 
I’m probably going to go to one hundred and five years of age, to bother a few more people, but, 
you know, in the meantime, that’s it, do you understand?  
And then you look at that and then you say, I regenerate myself when I look at that, see. There’s 
like a concordance between where I’m in my life and that… (MBAM BQ). 

When going through Stage 4, art becomes a vehicle to construct and understand the self (Brinck, 2007). 
This entails that the visitor is engaged in the exploration of the contemporary artwork in a prolonged 
manner to experience all different stages of the aesthetic experience. Self-discovery might occur through 
time and possibly through repeat encounters with artworks for the visitor to feel reinvigorated. These 
museum experiences could be qualified as self-care by visitors themselves. 

The museum can be considered as a resource for taking care of oneself. Engaging with 
contemporary art, which is a product of our society, one in which our elderly visitors live in, can help 
promote or enhance the personal potential of older visitors and contribute to their well-being. This could 
be enunciated by defining self-care “as a practice of activities that individuals initiate and carry out on 
their own by maintaining life, health and well-being” (Hoy, Wagner & Hall, 2007, p. 457). As mentioned 
by Camic, Hulbert & Kimmel, (2017) work is still needed in the elaboration of a definitive theory of  
well-being. In an attempt to better define the concept, Ryff and Singer (2006) presents the notion of 
psychological well-being “as comprising six key components, personal growth, self-acceptance, 
autonomy, purpose in life, positive relationships, and environmental mastery (as cited in Todd, Camic, 
Lockyer, Thomson & Chatterjee, 2017, p. 47). Riger and Lavrakas (1981) suggested that well-being is 
improved when an elderly person can experience a sense of belonging to a community, to be relevant 
members of society. 

The museum can be viewed as a self-care environment that provides elderly visitors with 
possible transformative aesthetic experiences that can help improve their well-being and quality of life. 
An elderly person living a transformational aesthetic experience through self-discovery will probably 
leave the museum with a vivid impression that will be prolonged in time. Being engaged with 
contemporary art, indicates that elderly visitors encounter challenges in which they discover 
interconnectedness between different ideas being put forth by artists and this in itself is important for 
personal change to occur. Considering Pelowski and Akiba’s (2011) psychological model of art 
experience, we can say that for elderly people to take a personal risk in looking at a contemporary artwork 
that does not match their personal conception of what an artwork should be, is in itself another important 
first step. Then by being able to make connections with the contemporary artwork and their own prior 
knowledge is also an important component to consider towards a transformative aesthetic experience and 
an attitudinal shift. This implies changing views about the contemporary artwork being explored and in 
parallel a better understanding of the self and the world. Ultimately, this entails what was described in 
Stage 5, a transformative aesthetic experience, where, in the case of our specific research, an elderly 
person might seek new forms of art in a quest of altering life experiences, perceiving oneself as an active 
member of society. This concurs with Banz’s views of museums as places that “can appeal to the very 
intimate needs of the self, being perceived as instruments of self-renewal” (2008, p. 44). As for Monk 
(2013), museums “through their interactive nature, […] have the power to confront individuals’ schemata 
and transform the way people view the world” (p. 63). Considering the benefits of being engaged with 
contemporary artworks, museums can be considered instrumental in offering programs for the elderly to 
improve psychological well-being and act as places where self-care is possible. Participants in this study, 
during the post-exploration interview, declared having experienced a worthwhile encounter with 
contemporary art and considered the possibility of renewing this type of experience. 
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6. Conclusion 
  

A transformative aesthetic experience is a process. This process begins with a disorienting 
experience that does not fit within a person’s current perspective and cannot be easily resolved.  
This prompts a person, and in the context of this study, an elderly person to work through diverse 
assumptions and beliefs about artworks. To pursue the exploration, the person needs to explore different 
avenues to solve the dilemma. This generates, most of the time, a more inclusive and accommodating 
outlook than what was envisioned at the beginning of the exploration of the artwork. This kind of 
museum experience is for the elderly an occasion to go beyond the mere learning of facts and encounter 
personal outcomes that implies their active role in society as being part of actual debates in 
acknowledging their own point of view amongst others.  

Museums ought to develop their role as places of “societing” a term used by Grimes and Minelli 
(2016) to propose a new kind of participation. This is to view museums not only as institutions adapting 
their offers to diverse publics’ needs, but as social actors embedded in their communities. Exploiting 
“societing” in the museum context would translate into giving diverse members within communities, like 
elderly people, access to their collections, while also providing a unique brand or label such as places for 
self-caring. In doing so, distinctive experiences would be created in a place where members of 
communities could meet and share their different perceptions of the world in an open dialogue with the 
institution and where older adults would have a voice. Museum could foster a “place to be” in the spirit of 
democracy and cultural democratization. The role and value of museums contributing to self-care and 
well-being needs further exploration as this would require additional research in exploring different 
artistic periods, and this, as part of a longitudinal study with healthy older adults and also those with more 
specific needs that already are experiencing different illnesses attributed to aging. 
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