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NOTE 

The museum of the future is generous. Instead of categorising and packaging artworks 
and experiences for express consumption, it endorses the potential of uncertainty. It nur
tures the transformative possibilities inherent in the contact between artwork, audience, 
museum and society. 

The museum shows confidence in its users and creates conditions that allow visitors 
to see their own resources for perceiving art and the world . It does not simply collect the 
shapes of the world in the form of artworks and objects-it shapes the world. It is a reality
producing machine. It engages in public discourse and policy-making. 

A polyphony of voices, actions and possible encounters, the museum of the future is a 
power that can change the world.1 

-Olafur Eliassen 

1. "What is the museum of the future?" https://www.tate.org.uk/tate-etc/issue-35-autumn-2015/what 
-museum-future. 



Designing Museum Experiences Advisory Board 

In preparing to write this book, I reached out to experts in the fields of user-centered design and mu
seum diversity, equity, accessibility, and inclusion (DEAi), as well as experts in the area of informal 
learning research about visitor motivations and behavior based on visitor needs and interests and 
community impact. Thank you to the following advisory board members for your time and expertise 
in reviewing drafts of the manuscript and providing your invaluable feedback to help me accomplish 
my goal of creating a research-based "how-to" book about creating visitor experiences that are multi
cultural and follow the best user-centered design practices. 

Camille Bethune-Brown, Curator and Black History Historian, San Diego, California 
Laura-Edythe Coleman, PhD, Assistant Professor and Director of the Arts Administration and 
Museum Leadership Graduate Online Program, Drexel University, author of Understanding and 
Implementing Inclusion in Museums (2018) 
Fernando Costa, Assistant City Manager, City of Fort Worth 
Sergio Davila Urrutia, Coordinador de Disefio Industrial, Universidad Aut6noma Metropolitana 
Unidad Azcapotzalco, Ciudad de Mexico, Mexico 
Corinne Gordon, Historic Farm and History Specialist, Wood County Park District, Bowling Green, 
Ohio 
Seph Rodney, PhD, author of The Personalization of the Museum Visit (2018) 
Peter Scupelli, Nierenberg Associate Professor in Design and Director of the Learning Environ
ments Lab, at the School of Design, Carnegie Mellon University 
Susan B. Spero, PhD, Museum Studies 
Ariadna Tellez, Director, Program Management at frog 

Neil Williams, Director, Experience Design, Customer Advocacy, Manulife and Former Visiting 
Lecturer of Museum and Exhibition Design, University of Lincoln, Hong Kong 

'·' 



Contents 

List of Figures 

List of Tables 

Acknowledgments 

Preface 

Foreword 

Part I. Shifting to the Visitor (Why) 

Chapter 1: A Changing Landscape 

Chapter 2: Shifting to the Visitor's Perspective 

Chapter 3: From Object to Narrative 

Part II. The Museum Visitor (Who) 

Chapter 4: Personas, Diversity, and Possibilities for Behavioral Change 

Chapter 5: Design Thinking and Emotional Design 

Chapter 6: Customer-Experience Methodologies 

Chapter 7: Applying Customer-Experience Tools to the Museum 

Chapter 8: The Museum Visitor's Journey 

Part Ill. Supporting the Museum Visitor Experience (How) 

Chapter 9: Museums, Politics, and Culture 

Chapter 10: Placemaking: Museums and the Community 

Chapter 11: Using Data to Create a Unified Visitor Experience 

Chapter 12: The Museum as a Hospitality Business 

xi 

xv 

xvii 

xix 

xx iii 

3 

9 

21 

31 

43 

53 

61 

75 

83 

91 

99 

107 

ix 













Acknowledgments 

In 2013, I walked into Ibero University in Mexico City, wondering if I could teach at a university level. 
Since then, my students have given me more than I could have ever expected. I have learned that my 
expertise in museums is also an expertise in customer experience CCX). I have been teaching at Tee de 
Monterrey, Ibero, and at Georgia Tech in the industrial design departments. Thank you to my students 

for all that you have taught me. 
During one of my lectures, a student asked a seemingly simple question: "How do you create an 

experience?" The question took me aback. I had to come up with a simple answer at the time, but it 
wasn't complete. This book is the not-so-simple answer. 

Thank you to the readers of museumplanner.org and your always insightful questions. Thank you 
to my clients. It is my honor to be part of your museum work. Thank you to Amparo, Benjamin, Senor 
and Senora, Janice and Ron, and Anne and Meg, with my love. 

Thank you to Charles Harmon for believing in thinking differently about museums, to Karen Trost 
and Keith Miller for their tireless editing, to Alvaro Alvarez for the diagrams, and to the book's advisory 
board for their knowledge and commitment to helping people in the museum field understand their 
visitors and how to connect visitors with museum experiences. 

-Mark Walhimer 

Every attempt has been made to locate the copyright holders of the works reproduced herein. Any 
omission is unintentional. 

"Combine Design Thinking, Lean Startup and Agile"© 2021 Gartner, Inc. 
"Community Canvas"© 2021 Community-Canvas.erg 
"Content Strategy Canvas" © 2021 Chris Lake 
"Context Map Canvas"© 2021 David Sibbet 
"Customer Journey Canvas" ©Marc Stickdorn and Jakob Schneider 
"Empathy Map"© Dave Gray 
"Falk's Identities"© 2021 John Falk and Lynn D. Dierking, PhD 
"IDEO Design Thinking Process"© 2021 IDEO 
"Lean Canvas"© 2021 Ash Maurya 
"Product Canvas"© 2021 Roman Pichler 
"Value Proposition Canvas" and "Business Model Canvas"© 2021 Strategyzer AG 
"What Makes a Great Place" © 2021 Project for Public Spaces 

xvii 



Preface 

Since I started working on this book, we have experienced the COVID-19 pandemic, the Black Lives 
Matter protests, the furloughs of tens of thousands of museum staff due to the pandemic, and an 
increased focus on diversity, equity, accessibility, and inclusion in museums. These events make the 
work of creating visitor-centered experiences through the methodology of a customer experience 

(CX) approach even more important. 
In preparing to write this book, I read more than twenty museum-experience-related books and 

was surprised that not one used the research-proven1 approach of applying CX methodologies. This 
approach is long overdue. During my twenty-year career as a museum specialist and consultant, I 
have taken part in opening more than thirty museums and have consulted on more than one hundred 
museum projects worldwide. I structured this book to follow the same process as my consulting. First, 
we identify the problems and give the client the freedom to dream big. Then we address the questions 
from a new viewpoint, achieved by walking a mile in the visitor's shoes (sometimes literally). 

The more I work in the museum field, the more I realize that my role as a museum consultant is to 
come to a detailed understanding of the museum's vision . The more clearly I understand it, the more 
successful my work will be. If I can create a nonjudgmental environment during our work together, 
participants feel more comfortable dreaming big (which I refer to as "blue sky" thinking). I pay close 
attention to the details and adjectives people use; these serve as the core elements for the design of 
powerful, visitor-centric museum experiences. 

Once my client can move beyond logistical questions and start to think "blue sky," we are able to 
gain a new perspective. The goal is to develop a museum that can connect with visitors emotionally 
as well as intellectually, empowering them to change their behaviors, and ultimately their lives. 

A few years ago, I conducted a workshop with a group whose goal was to create a typical sci
ence center in a twenty-five-thousand-square-foot building for a community of about fifty thousand 
people. The group was looking for assistance with program creation, exhibition design, and gallery 
development. I asked each group member to take three pieces of scrap paper and write one thing they 
hoped to achieve on each piece. If any of the participants put down "world-class," "high attendance," 
"award-winning," or something similar, I asked them to rewrite those generic objectives as "subjective 
objectives" that used more emotional and personal descriptions. 

Once the group members had rewritten and rethought their descriptions, we posted them on 
the wall and looked at them as a whole. It became clear that they were not aiming to create a typical 
science center. What the founder and staff had in mind was more of an educational think tank for 
teaching innovation. Without our discussion about subjective objectives, the group probably would 
have continued on a path toward a typical science center. Instead, we planned an innovation center-a 
place for teaching science innovation. This approach led to a visitor-centric, community-based plan 
unlike any other science center in existence. The workshop participants' process resulted in a solution 
specific to their community. 

Time and again, I've seen museum management ask specific logistical questions about cost and 
visitation without realizing that this narrow, results-oriented mindset is part of a system-wide issue. 
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Museum management rarely appreciates the full power of their museum. It is essential that they ex
pand their thinking and dream beyond their current limitations. Logistical questions about issues such 
as cost per square foot are of no help in understanding the emotional connection between museurn 
and visitor. Instead, I'll often point to a photo of a representative visitor and ask the workshop partic
ipant questions such as "Do you see that visitor visiting your museum?" 

This book is written for people interested in starting a museum, people currently working in mu
seums, and people interested in bettering their museum practices. Some readers may be unsure of the 
value of a customer-centered approach and may think this is only "marketing lingo." However, a CX 
approach can result in increased museum visitation by more diverse, emotionally engaged audiences 
who can protect the museum from market disruptions2 such as the COVID-19 pandemic. A customer
centered museum constantly changes to meet the needs of audiences, resulting in emotionally in
vested visitors who trust the institution and will remain committed despite market disruptions. The 
visitor-centered approach also increases the likelihood of local community impact. 

Each museum is unique to its local community, so the staff, board of directors, and visitors need 
to be representative of the larger local community as well. All groups must be included without implicit 
bias. 

By the end of this book, I hope you will be able to see the visitor experience as the most important 
part of a museum, view the museum experience from the visitor's point of view, and have empathy 
for the museum visitor. To create a customer experience is to create a consistent, thoughtful, and 
emotionally connected museum at all touchpoints. 

WHO SHOULD READ THIS BOOK? 

This book is written for anyone interested in creating impactful educational experiences. This includes 
but is not limited to the following. 

Museum staff, board members, volunteers, and service providers: the people who define strate
gies for customer experiences, services, products, marketing, or technology. 
Community leaders: mayors, city council members, city managers (hired by the city council), city 
administrators (hired by the mayor), community development directors, urban planners, librari
ans, and directors of parks and recreation. 
Emerging museum professionals: newly graduated students looking for their first museum job 
and museum staff and volunteers with less than three years' museum experience.3 

Students: these include those studying museum studies, architecture, industrial design, market
ing, business, interior design, and education. Students are the future of the museum field and of 
inclusive experiences. 

WHAT IS IN THIS BOOK? 

This book is organized into five parts. The first four parts are based on the basic questions essential 
to information gathering used by journalists, researchers, and investigators. (If you're reading this, you 
should already be familiar with "what" you're looking for, and "where.") Part Vis a collection of visitor 
experience tools that you will need to help create a meaningful museum visitor experience. 

Part I: Shifting to the Visitor (Why) 
Part II: The Museum Visitor (Who) 
Part Ill: Supporting the Museum Visitor Experience (How) 
Part IV: Future Museum Visitor Experiences (When) 
Part V: Visitor Experience Toolbox 
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future of museums in mind. No other book gives this kind of practical guidance on solving the problem 
of visitor experiences. 

He offers a thought-provoking approach to designing museum experiences, centered on change, 
connection, and compassion. Museums have tremendous influence in society. They must adapt and 
adjust to the needs of visitors. Getting out of the way in order to prioritize the visitor from design to 
delivery, museums must have an emotional connection with visitors. 

You will think differently about museums after reading this book. But it will not stop there. This 
book will lead you to take action, the right action to understand and design experiences to meet the 
intellectual and emotional needs of visitors. When followed, the guidance from this book will enrich 
and enliven museums for all visitors in lasting ways that make society better. This book will help 
remake the world of museums. 
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