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Creating the Visitor-Centered
Museum

What does the transformation to a visitor-centered approach do for a
museum? How are museums made relevant to a broad range of visitors of
varying ages, identities, and social classes? Does appealing to a larger audi-
ence force museums to “dumb down” their work? What internal changes
are required? Based on a multi-year, Kress Foundation-sponsored study of
ten innovative American and European collections-based museums recog-
nized by their peers to be visitor centered, Peter Samis and Mimi Michaelson
answer these key questions for the field. The book

®  describes key institutions that have opened the doors to a wider range
of visitors;

° addresses the internal struggles to reorganize and democratize these
institutions;

° uses case studies, interviews of key personnel, Key Takeaways, and
additional resources to help museum professionals implement a visitor-
centered approach in collections-based institutions.

Peter Samis is Associate Curator of Interpretation at the San Francisco
Museum of Modern Art, USA. He previously spearheaded the museum’s
award-winning Interactive Educational Technology programs for many years
and also served as an Adjunct Professor on the Technology-Enhanced Com-
munication for Cultural Heritage (TEC-CH) program at the University of
Lugano, Switzerland.

Mimi Michaelson is an education and museum consultant. She received her
doctorate in Human Development and Psychology from Harvard University,
USA, where she also managed Project Zero’s Good Work project for many
years.
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“Objecthood doesn’t have a place in the world if there’s not
an individual person making use of that object.”
—Olafur Eliasson

“Only connect—"
—E. M. Forster, epigraph to Howard’s End
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Part One

Introduction
Setting the Stage

Replete with their own histories and missions, museums come with varied
stories and metaphors. From treasure chest to learning lab, museums mean
different things to different people. This is not a new story, nor a stagnant
one. In fact, diversity of purpose and institutional change go hand in hand
as natural parts of cultural evolution, leading to innovation in the field. It
is not surprising that museums around the world are again changing, this
time with many in transition toward a more visitor-centered future. What
this visitor-centered change looks like and what the players reveal about the
process provides the substance of our story. In the pages that follow we share
a glimpse of some of the transformations we have witnessed and the voices
of those leading the way.

I don’t think museums, as they have existed and existed for a hundred
years are going to survive if they don’t make changes—even with bil-
lionaires on the board, even with some of the huge resources that some
institutions have.!

These are the words of a well-respected museum director talking about the
inevitability of change in today’s museums. Directors, many of whom have
worked in the field for decades, spoke with us about dramatic transitions
currently taking place. Talking about how museums need to evolve to stay
relevant, the director continues:

I really do think that if they are going to be vital—you know, they may
be able to survive financially, but will they truly be sustainable within
their communities, as places that are really connected to their commu-
nity? It’s going to be a reality that there are going to have to be some
changes.

As the director notes, many of the transitions have to do with museums
reaching out to the community—to visitors and potential visitors—in new
and authentic ways. While the degree may vary, in some cases the modifica-
tions are dramatic, involving a fundamental reconsideration of mission and



2 Introduction

how the museum itself is structured. Everyone connected to the museum is
potentially impacted—both visitors and staff alike.

These kinds of transformations inevitably give rise to a debate that places
museum directors, curators, exhibition designers, and educators at center
stage in a dialogue about audience. Ultimately, the debate is focused on
bringing to life the notion of a visitor-centered museum: a museum where
audience matters as much as collections. As one interviewee said: “We have
to keep reevaluating: Who’s our audience and what do they need from us?”
For a visitor-centered museum, these questions are the starting point of all
museum business.

In this book we explore aspects of this ongoing debate. We begin with the
premise that the debate is good, an inevitable part of a process that moves
everyone forward. We don’t suggest that change is easy, but do endorse
the idea that the challenge is worthwhile. We also believe that the current
focus—a new audience-centered paradigm—is here to stay. This new van-
tage point carries other essential elements with it, including the need to
honor multiple voices and multiple sources of knowledge. Furthermore, to
meet the variety of needs that come with a more diverse public, an array of
approaches or “entry points” is vital.

We understand that the term “visitor-centered” is sometimes highly
charged. On the one hand, it can represent a banner and rallying cry for
educators who interact daily with visitors and see missed opportunities for
connection with the public. On the other hand, that banner can turn into
a red flag for curators, who fear that it may mean they need to let visitors
define the messages—and even the exhibitions—they present. That is not
our intent here. What we do suggest is that understanding where visitors are
coming from helps us understand how to engage them in a dialogue that is
meaningful to all. It allows us to connect with our audience even as we honor
the expertise of museum professionals, including curators, educators, design-
ers, et al. We use the term “visitor-centered” because we believe visitors are
a population that museums have historically been happier to speak to than
to listen to—and that real two-way communication is what visitors deserve.

In the pages that follow, we present examples of innovative visitor-centered
practice and museums in transition. These two threads—visitor-centered inter-
pretation and museum change—form the foundation of this book.

The Study

What does it mean for a museum of art or history to really be visitor cen-
tered? With the generous support of the Samuel H. Kress Foundation, five
years ago we began a study to address this question. We visited twenty muse-
ums, studying ten of those institutions in depth: seven in the United States
and three in Europe. The museums were chosen following a query sent to
more than fifty colleagues in the United States and Europe soliciting nomina-
tions for examples of innovative visitor-centered practice. Colleagues were
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Table 0.1 Museums Studied

In-Depth: Site Visit + Interviews Site Visit Only

Oakland Museum of California Tropenmuseum, Amsterdam

Detroit Institute of Arts Amstelkring, Amsterdam

Columbus Museum of Art Boijmans van Beuningen, Rotterdam

Ruhr Museum, Essen, Germany Museum Insel Hombroich, Neuss,
Germany

Van Abbe Museum, Eindhoven, NL Riverside Museum, Glasgow

Kelvingrove Gallery, Glasgow, UK Gallery of Modern Art, Glasgow

Denver Art Museum Nitshill Open Storage Facility, Glasgow

Museum of Contemporary Art, Denver*  Walker Art Center, Minneapolis

Minnesota History Center Minneapolis Institute of Arts

City Museum, St. Louis The Pulitzer Foundation, St. Louis

*Site not studied in depth; select interviews conducted only.

asked to nominate museums with exemplary interpretive practices regardless
of size or type, and to highlight the criteria that informed their choice. In
selecting our final set to visit we prioritized art museums because histori-
cally they have been underachievers in this area, and we wanted to see what
examples those art museums that have taken this path could provide. That
said, we kept in mind that other types of museums have been pioneering
visitor-centered approaches for years—approaches from which all museum
practitioners might have much to learn.

As much as possible, we tell this story through the voices of those inter-
viewed, making plentiful use of excerpts from the thirty-two interviews we
conducted—eleven with directors, and seven each with curators, educator-
interpretive specialists, and cross-departmental teams. These quotes convey a
sense of the drama, the stakes, and the dedication of the colleagues engaged
in implementing a visitor-centered mission.?

The limited time spent in each museum’s galleries—one day—precluded
conducting on-site visitor research ourselves. For this reason we gave prefer-
ence in our selection process to museums that had already conducted exten-
sive evaluations in their galleries. We are aware that it might seem ironic to
be talking about visitor-centered museums without having taken the time
to study the visitors within them, but our primary purpose here is to speak
to museum professionals from the perspective of their peers. For a more
detailed discussion of Methods, see Appendix A.

The Authors

This book is written from two points of view: one of the authors is a long-
time museum professional; the other comes from social science research.
Peter has worked in both curatorial and educational roles, and been a pio-
neer in the use of digital technology in museums. Over the years, Peter has
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observed an interesting dichotomy, particularly prevalent in art museums:
on the one hand, museums are increasingly eager to embrace portable tech-
nology as a way to provide interpretive information without disrupting the
visual field of the gallery; on the other, the majority of art museum visi-
tors do not choose to use these technologies. For Peter, a primary research
question that inspired this study was: What are museums doing for these
visitorss

Mimi has a doctorate in Human Development and Psychology and studied
creativity and cognitive development. As a former Project Zero manager,
she has broad research experience, including as Senior Project Manager of
Harvard’s Good Work project. Combining interests in moral action and
creativity, Mimi’s concern is in how museums see their social mission and
in their promise as centers of engagement.® For Mimi, a primary question
that inspired this work was: How do museums see their social mission as the
mission extends to meaningfully engage broader audiences?

Peter and Mimi have long held a joint interest in what kinds of interac-
tions or experiences attract and stick over time—what we call Visual Velcro.*

Each of us brings our particular background as lens and bias to the work.
We hope these different perspectives are also a strength.

Documenting Two Types of Change

We started out looking for innovative visitor-centered interpretive practices,
yet we discovered something more: a visitor-centered focus leads to organi-
zational transformation. The two are so integral to each other that we found
they had to be considered in tandem. This book grew out of the explora-
tion of these two intersecting trails. Adopting a visitor-centered approach to
exhibition development often leads to structural change in the museum itself,
including new museum roles and forms of staff collaboration. The latter
phenomenon was discovered en route, the former by design.

A Visitor-Centered Approach in Exbibitions

By our definition, a visitor-centered approach puts collections/exhibitions
and visitor experience on equal footing. The museum cares about visitor
experience in the galleries and solicits visitor input in crafting these experi-
ences. From this vantage point, visitors matter as much as collections do—
ideally, for everyone who works in the museum. In the museums we visited,
there is a level of buy-in from the staff. While there may not be equal enthu-
siasm from all, staff commitment is not incidental, but crucial. Successful
directors work to increase this level of commitment.

Collection care and research continue to be important, as do the many
logistical and financial aspects of running a museum, but they are integrated
with a visitor-centered goal. Furthermore, these museums often demonstrate
a desire to reach beyond their traditional core audiences to a much broader
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community. Reaching an expanded audience is deemed central to the new
museum mission.

As a baseline, a visitor-centered approach requires museum staff to find
ways to welcome visitors in a wide variety of ways: offering plentiful and
comfortable seating, clear and interesting labels tailored to audience inter-
ests, family-focused spaces or activities, and helpful staff. (See sidebar: Judy
Rand’s Visitors’ Bill of Rights.) Such museums move beyond a focus on sub-
ject expertise. Significantly, the welcome remains present in the gallery even
when no live programming or tours are happening. In other words, there are
welcoming and engaging components even when a visitor is alone in an exhi-
bition. The museum provides entry points for a broad spectrum of people to
connect on their own terms. Ultimately, the forms of engagement—analog
or digital, mobile or fixed—matter less than the sensitivity to audience needs
that is evidenced in their design.

Judy Rand’s Visitors’ Bill of Rights®

A list of important human needs, seen from the visitors’ point of view:

1) Comfort: “Meet my basic needs.”

Visitors need fast, easy, obvious access to clean, safe, barrier-free
restrooms, fountains, food, baby-changing tables, and plenty of
seating. They also need full access to exhibits.

2) Orientation: “Make it easy for me to find my way around.”
Visitors need to make sense of their surroundings. Clear signs
and well-planned spaces help them know what to expect, where
to go, how to get there, and what it’s about.

3) Welcome/belonging: “Make me feel welcome.”

Friendly staff make visitors feel more at ease. If visitors see
themselves represented in exhibits and programs and on the staff,
they’ll feel more like they belong.

4) Enjoyment: “I want to have fun.”

Visitors want to have a good time. If they run into barriers (like
broken exhibits, activities they can’t relate to, intimidating labels)
they can feel frustrated, bored, or confused.

5) Socializing: “I came to spend time with my family and friends.”
Visitors come for a social outing with family and friends (or to
connect with society at large). They expect to talk, interact, and
share the experience; exhibits can set the stage for this.

6) Respect: “Accept me for who I am and what I know.”

Visitors want to be accepted at their own level of knowledge and
interest. They don’t want exhibits, labels, or staff to exclude
them, patronize them, or make them feel dumb.
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7) Communication: “Help me understand and let me talk, too.”
Visitors need accuracy, honesty, and clear communication from
labels, programs, staff, and volunteers. They want to ask ques-
tions and express differing points of view.

8) Learning: “I want to learn something new.”

Visitors come (and bring the kids) “to learn something new,” but
they learn it different ways. It’s important to know how visitors
learn, and assess their knowledge and interests. Controlling dis-
tractions (like crowds, noise, and information overload) helps
them too.

9) Choice and control: “Let me choose; give me some control.”
Visitors need some autonomy: freedom to choose, and exert some
control, touching and getting close to whatever they can. They
need to use their bodies and move around freely.

10) Challenge and confidence: “Give me a challenge I know I can
handle.”
Visitors want to succeed. A task that’s too easy bores them; too
hard makes them anxious. Providing a wide variety of experiences
will match their wide range of skills.

11) Revitalization: “Help me leave refreshed, restored.”
When visitors are focused, fully engaged, and enjoying themselves,
time flies and they feel refreshed: a “flow” experience that exhibits
can aim to create.

Structural Change

When we speak of structural change, we refer to a reconsideration of key
museum roles by the museum leadership itself—for example, revisiting the
role or tasks associated with curators, educators, or designers and the rela-
tions between them. Revisited roles entail changes in how professionals work
together, including the tasks people take on and the make-up of collaborative
teams. These changes often impact who leads a team or takes final responsi-
bility for an end product. Most museums have long-established and clearly
defined protocols and hierarchies. New ways of working ultimately shift tra-
ditional structures and may end up equalizing roles or flattening hierarchies.

Stemming from their training, each group knows its territory and its disci-
pline, often working on its own in its well-understood domain. While each of
the traditional roles continues to be important, as visitors’ needs become more
central we witness a questioning and changing of the boundaries between
traditional positions—in particular among those most directly tied to exhibi-
tion development: curators, educators, and exhibition designers. Not surpris-
ingly, these are the areas where we also saw the most organizational tension.
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A consequence of each group working within its own territory is that roles
have traditionally been highly segmented, and departments siloed. However,
in our interviews, along with the shifting of traditional roles we also heard a
shaking of the silo mentality. We saw new teams, with new members, leaders,
and duties—and most importantly, a new outlook. Of course, accompanying
this change, new challenges surface.

Taken together, the movement toward a visitor-centered approach and
shifting museum roles and structures are combining to transform the museum
world. In fact, while these changes are not universal, and may even be slow
in coming, we believe that their impact will redefine how museums operate
in the years to come.

Notes

1 To protect subjects, we selectively protect the anonymity of the speakers.

2 When not specified otherwise, the voices woven throughout the narrative come
from these interviews.

3 Understood as related to “vital engagement, an absorbing and meaningful relation-
ship between self and world,” J. Nakamura (2001).

4 Peter Samis. “New Technologies as Part of a Comprehensive Interpretive Plan.”
In Phyllis Hecht and Herminia Din (Eds.), The Digital Museum: A Think Guide.
Washington, DC: American Association of Museums, 2007, pp. 19-34.

5 Judy Rand. Reprinted by permission of the author.



