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Abstract

This paper summarizes evauations of two temporary exhibitions that attempted to
communicate with museum visitors about the Field Museum's research and collections
missons. Building Collections for Shail Research conssted of four glass cases
mounted in avigtor lounge. Tracking studies revealed that only 10% of vistorsto the
lounge stopped at the exhibition. In response to openended questions, about half of
respondents who had stopped at the exhibition discussed one or more of the collections
and research messages, and many of these respondents seemed to personally identify
with the volunteers or donors portrayed in the exhibit. The Curator's Office wasan in-
house component about a museum scientist added to the large traveling exhibition,
Soiders! Vigtorsto the Office paid as much attention to the exhibits about collecting,
extracting, and sorting spiders as they did to the adjacent displays of live spiders;
however, they paid |ess attention to the exhibits on spider collections and research.
Most respondents understood that the person portrayed in the exhibition was a scientist
who captured and studied spiders, however, only about athird of the respondents
redlized that she was employed by the Field Museum.

Introduction

The Fidd Museum is alarge research ingtitution which focuses on the study and exhibition of "the Earth
and its peoples” Assuch, it employs alarge staff of research scientists who conduct studies covering a
wide range of topics and issues. Many of the museum's recent exhibitions attempt to communicate with
museum vigitors about museum scientists, their research, and the collections that support their work.
This paper describes evauation studies of two of these exhibitions, conducted during the summer of
1996 as part of a continuing effort to assess and improve how we communicate with the public about
the research functions of the Field Museum.

Building Collections for Shail Research wasasmal exhibition mounted in avistor lounge. The
lounge was an open space on the mezzanine above the main hall, and it also served asamajor
passageway between exhibitions and as access to restrooms.  The exhibition included three glass-
fronted wall cases and one floor case. Each case focused on a person or group of people who had
helped the museum build its research collections. These people included (1) an amateur snail collector
who donated his very extensive, scientificaly collected specimensto the Fiedld Museum; (2) non-
professond volunteers who helped catalogue and care for the museum's snail collections; (3) book
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collectors who donated rare books about mollusks to the museum's library; and (4) a philanthropist
who funded a research expedition earlier in this century. Each case included labels and photographs
telling the stories of the people, aswell as snail specimens and related artifacts that supported the theme
of the case.

The Curator's Office, a 1000-square foot exhibition about a Field Museum spider scientist, was added
to the much larger Spiders! exhibition, from the Smithsonian Ingtitution Traveling Exhibit Service. The
Curator's Office was located about two-thirds of the way through the larger Spiders! exhibition;
vidgtors might encounter anywhere from 50 to 70 exhibit components before entering the Curator's
Office area (depending on what choices they made), and there were 20 exhibit components after the
Office. The Officeitsaf included about 20 mgor components. The Curator's Office exhibition
stepped vistors through a sequence of stagesin aresearch project about spiders, including collecting,
extracting, preserving, sorting, identifying, and storing spider specimens; researching an aspect of spider
biology; and publishing the results. Each research stage was exhibited within a recrested environment,
including afidd dte, aspider preparation lab, a collections storage area, and a spider research lab.
Large photo cutouts of the curator of the Spiders! exhibition, Petra Serwad, helped guide vidtors
through the Curator's Office. Large labd panels usng Petras voice described the research activities
that took place within each environment. Live and preserved spider specimens, interactive exhibits, and
field, laboratory, and collections equipment were incorporated into the environments.

Background

This evauation sudy was an outgrowth of the Exploration Zone project a the Field Museum. The

Exploration Zone was origindly envisoned as alarge-scae, multi-million-dollar permanent exhibition

about the Fidd Musaum's research and collections missions. During its pre-planming phase, the

Exploration Zone project team commissoned afront end evauation study that has helped us redize

where Field Museum visitors are sarting from in their understandings about behind- the-scenes at the

museum (Perry & Forland, 1995). Perry and Forland discovered, among other things, that:

» Vidtorsthought of behind-the-scenes primarily in terms of exhibits rather than scientific research.

» Vigtorsdidn't think very much or very accurately about the scientific research that goes on at the
Field Museum, and weren't very curious about it on their own.

» Vigtorsdidn't undersand that the Field Museum employs alarge saff of full-time scientists.

» Vigdtors speculated that any scientists found behind-the- scenes might be vigting from colleges or
universities, and probably were consulting on exhibits

» Vigtorsvastly underestimated the Size of the collections.

» Vigtorsthought about the collections primarily in terms of exhibition use, rather than research.

Based on these front-end findings, we developed a set of basic goas for communicating with museum

vidtors. We wanted to help vistors understand that:

* There are scientists working behind the scenes at the Field Museum.

» These stientists are employed by the museum to do basic, scientific research.

» There are huge collections behind the scenes at the Fidld Museum.

*  These behind-the- scenes collections are used primarily for research by Field Museum and other
scientigts.

Gyllenhaal (1998) Communicating behind-the-scenes research to museum visitors — page 2



Smultaneous with this front-end evauation study, the Exploration Zone team began a series of amdl-
scale evauations of existing Fidld Museum exhibitions that attempted to inform vigitors about the
museum's research and collections. These studies started in 1995 with the general research question,
"What aspects of this exhibition could serve as a useful mode for the Exploration Zone?' Among
other exhibitions, we looked at earlier incarnations of the visitor lounge exhibit and the Curator's Office
discussed in thisreport. Although the Exploration Zone project has officidly been on hiatus snce
January, 1996, the basic gods of the project are till important to the Field Museum. The project team
received support for continuing evauation studies through the summer of 1996 in order to examine the
public's response to the exhibitions described in this report. Because we were able to compare two
iterations of the same basic exhibitions, we were able to expand the research question to ask, "Do some
exhibit approaches appear to do a better job at achieving the Exploration Zone'sgods?'

It isimportant to note that these studies were not summative evauationsin the usud sense of the term.
We studied the two temporary exhibitionsin light of the god's developed during the Exploration Zone
project, listed above. Although these goals were shared, to alarge extent, by both temporary
exhibitions, each exhibition aso had a broader set of goasrelated to its specific content. We largely
ignored these content-specific goasin our sudies. Instead, we focused on learning about visitors by
understanding the ways in which they responded to these varied atempts to communicate with them
about the research and collections missions of the Field Museum.

Methods

Both studies utilized tracking and timing of randomly selected adult vistors and exit interviews with a
separate sample of randomly sdected adult visitors.

Tracking and timing involved following randomly sdlected adult visitors from the time they entered a pre-
determined exhibition area until they left the area. The evaluators recorded where visitors stopped (both
feet motionless on the floor for at least a second), what they looked at, how they interacted with others
in their group, and how long they stayed in the exhibition. We tracked 81 visitors through Snails and 53
through Spiders! In addition to the tracking data collected by our team, for the Spiders! exhibition we
a0 had access to tracking and timing data collected by Beverly Serrell and Associates as part of a
nationwide study of viditors use of time in museum exhibitions (Serrell, 1996).

Face-to-face exit interviews were conducted with randomly selected of adult visitors asthey |eft the
pre-determined exhibit area. Because the vast mgjority of visitors waked through the Shails exhibition
areawithout stopping, we only interviewed vistors who were observed to sop and look at one or more
exhibit cases. Refusd rates were 26% for the Shails exhibition and 18% for Spiders! Indl, we
conducted 50 interviews at the Snails exhibition and 55 interviews in the Spiders! exhibition.

The interviews were structured and used two different questioning strategies. The interviews began with
open-ended questions. When necessary, follow-up questions were asked to dicit more detailed
responses. Examples of open-ended questions included:

*  Wha were you thinking about when you were looking at this part of the exhibit?

*  Wha was one thing that you found out in this part of the exhibit that you didn’t know before?

Gyllenhaal (1998) Communicating behind-the-scenes research to museumvisitors— page 3



We hoped that these questions would get at visitor’s top-of-mind understandings and reections to the
exhibit, without reveding what we were most interested in knowing about (which might pre-dispose
vigtorsto respond in certain ways).

The interviews ended with questions that were dir ected at specific dements and messagesin the

exhibition. Examples of directed questions included:

» Did you notice the big cutout photos of the woman in the sweatshirt?[in the Curator's Office
exhibition]

* [If “yes’], who do you think she was?

There were both advantages and disadvantages to the directed style of questioning. On the one hand,

some visitors who understood the themes of the exhibition may not have been inspired to talk about

their understandings by the open-ended questions. On the other hand, the directed questions sometimes

ingpired vistors to think and speculate about aspects of the exhibit that they had not thought about while

they werein the exhibition. It was obvious that some vistors were guessing their answersto the

directed questions, sometimes rather wildly. When these visitors guessed correctly, it seemed asif they

had developed afarly complete understanding of the theme of the exhibition. However, that

undergtlanding might not have existed before the question was asked.

The interviewer recorded visitors answers by hand and conducted a preiminary anadlysis of vistors
responses on the spot, before soliciting the next interview. To further analyze the interview data, we
constructed knowledge hierarchies of visitors understanding of such concepts as the themes of the
exhibitions, the setting of the Curator's Office in Spiders!, and the research and collections missions of
the Fiedld Museum (Perry, 1993). A knowledge hierarchy presents arange of vistor understandings
about a certain topic, but it is more than just the range of things that visitors know about the topic, and it
is more than just the range of things that exhibit developers hoped to communicate. A knowledge
hierarchy emerges as the data, in this case visitor interviews, are analyzed within the context of the
conceptua information thet isincluded in the exhibition. A knowledge hierarchy usualy describes six or
seven leves of understanding which characterize the full range of how vigtors think about atopic,
generdly by increasing levels of sophidtication. It represents, in a managegble form, virtudly dl visitors
understandings about that aspect of the topic (Perry, 1993). As such, these hierarchies helped us
gppreciate the broad range of visitor understandings that we found during interviews. A detailed
hierarchy isincluded in the results section on the Curator's Office.

Results

Building Collections for Shail Research

The tracking and timing study reveded that most vistors were using the lounge as a hallway and rest
stop rather than as an exhibition space. Only 10% of visitors were observed to Stop at any of the cases,
and most of the visitors who stopped only viewed one or two of the four cases. Some of those who
stopped at Shails were gpparently occupying their time while othersin their group used the adjacent
restrooms.

Of those vigtors who did stop in the exhibition, about haf of the respondents spoke about one or more
of the collections and research themes of the exhibition. These visitors often discussed their respect for
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or identification with the donors or volunteers portrayed in the exhibit. Severa respondents said they
were amazed that amateurs could still make significant contributions to science.

The other haf of the respondents talked only about the shell specimens or the books in the cases, and
never mentioned the research and collections-rel aed themes of the exhibition. These visitors often
found persond relevance in the shdlls, talking about their persona shell collections, purchases of artifacts
meade from shdlls, interest in musica ingruments, observations of shells near their homes or on vacations,
or childhood memories about shdls.

When vigitors were asked what new things they had found out in the exhibition, about a quarter of the
respondents mentioned something related to the collections and research themes, but only one visitor
said he found out for the first time that research is done behind- the-scenes a the Field Museum. Most
other respondents said they had found out details about the names and geographic distributions of shells,
or about their uses by other cultures.

Curator’s Office

During tracking and timing, 85% of visitors stopped and attended to at least one of the exhibit eements
inthe Curator's Office. Vidtors paid as much attention to the exhibits about collecting, extracting, and
sorting spiders as they did to the adjacent displays of live spiders. However, their attention waned as
they encountered the later sections on the museum'’s spider collections and research. Four out of five
vigitors stopped at least oncein the firgt section of the Curator's Office, about collecting spiders, but
only half stopped in the fina sections about collections and research.

The tracking and timing data collected for the entire Spiders! exhibition hel ped us understand how
vigtors rationed their attention to the many eements within the overdl exhibition (Serrdll, 1996).
Although there was the usud decline in vigitors atention from the beginning to the end of the Spiders!
exhibition, vistors use of the office was comparable to their use of other Spiders! components
immediately before the Office. On average, visitors sopped at about athird of the exhibit components
inthe area just before the Office, and they stopped at about a third of the components within the
Office. There was arather precipitous decline in attention to the later parts of the Spiders! exhibition.
Vigtors sopped at an average of only onein five componentsin the last area of the Spiders! exhibition,
immediately after the Curator's Office.

During exit interviews, most vistors seemed to have understood at least some of the collecting and
research themes of the Office exhibition. In response to the open-ended questions, four out of five
respondents discussed at least part of the collecting-through- publishing sequence of spiders research.
Most respondents spoke about the earlier parts of the sequence (collecting, extracting, and preserving
Spiders), but relatively few discussed the storage of spider specimens or the types of research
conducted in the museum. A few respondents told us that the spiders had been collected soldly for
incduson in this particular exhibition.

Many vistors didn't seem to redlize that the laboratory work and research portrayed in the exhibit took

place a the Field Museum.  When asked specifically about the setting of the exhibition, two-thirds of
the respondents said that it was some kind of recrested workspace, but some visitors were rather vague
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about what kind of work took place there. About haf of the respondents specificaly stated that the
exhibition was arecreation of a spiders research lab, but less than a quarter said specificdly that the
recreated lab a behind-the-scenes look at the Field Museum.

The large photo cutouts of the spider’s curator apparently made an impression on visitors. Three-
quarters of respondents said they remembered seeing the photos of the woman, and amogt dl of these
respondents understood that she captured and studied spiders. Onein five visitors specificdly cdled
her a curator, and comparable numbers called her aresearcher or ascientist. Several respondents
remembered Petra's name, and one respondent jokingly referred to her asa " spider poster child.”
However, when asked directed questions about where this woman was employed, only half of these
vistors sad that she worked for the Fidd Museum (dightly more than athird of the total sample).
About onein five vigtors guessed that she probably worked for a college or university, and smadler
numbers speculated that she might work for a government lab or be paid to collect spiders through
grants or contracts.

The exhibition's messages about the use of collections seemed to reach about hdf of the audience.
When asked about what happened to the spiders after they are stored at the museum, about haf of the
respondents mentioned some sort of continuing research or sudy, and a quarter mentioned that they
might be used by other scientists or museums. Another quarter of the respondents only mentioned
exhibit or educationd uses for the preserved spiders. Severd respondents mentioned medica uses
(especidly venom extraction), and severd others mentioned feeding the spiders to other animas. One
in five respondents said they didn't know of any ways in which the preserved spiders might be used.

When visitors were asked if they had found out something they hadn't known before, three-quarters of
the respondents said yes. The most common responses were about collecting, extracting, and
preserving spiders. A third of the respondents only mentioned finding out something about the
collection or preservation of spiders, and onein five specificaly mentioned the large funnels used to
extract pidersfrom soil and leef litter. One in five respondents mentioned finding out something about
the research or study of spiders, and only two respondents said specificdly that they had found out that
"gpiderologigts’ work at the Field Museum.

To summarize dl this data, we constructed a knowledge hierarchy for the Curator's Office that
included eight levels of viditors understandings about the content of the exhibition. These levelswere
organized by increasing levels of sophistication. Note thet, on the four lowest levels, visitors
demongtrated little or no understanding of the stated purpose of the Curator's Office.
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Level

Characteristics of Visitors at that L evel

These vigitors didn't know much about spiders, and they didn't care to learn more. (They
were often being dragged through the exhibition by other members of their group.)

These vigitors didn't know much about spiders, but they were interested in learning more.

These visitors knew some things about spiders, but they had incomplete understandings,
or some of what they knew was incorrect.

These vigitors knew quite abit about spiders -- they had a pretty good idea about how
oiderslivethar lives, and how spidersfit into the worlds of nature and humans. But they
hadn't recognized the collections and research themes of the Curator's Office.

These vigtors knew about spidersin generd, and they aso knew how the piders that
were on display in this exhibition had been captured. However, their knowledge didn't go
much beyond the techniques used to capture spidersin the field.

These vigtors knew that the scientists who caught spiders brought them back to labs
where they separated them, preserved them, and categorized them. However, they didn't
know much about the later stages of research, and they don't know that the labs are at the
Fed Museum.

These vigtors knew that the spider |abs were at the Fiddd Museum, and that the scientists
who caught and categorized spiders worked there, behind the scenes. They aso redized
that the museum stored at least some of the spidersfor usein later exhibits and for
educationd programs, but they did not understand that these collections mostly were used
for research.

These visitors knew that the scientists who caught and stored spiders used them mainly for
research. They aso knew that the museum's behind- the- scenes collections were very
large and used mainly for scientific research.

We taked with only afew vistors who seemed to be a level zero or onein the hierarchy. Almost a
quarter of our respondents seemed to be at level three or four. Almost half seemed to be at leve fivein
the hierarchy. About a quarter seemed to be have reached level six or seven.

Discussion and Conclusions

Generd lessons

Although the museum built these exhibitions, at least in part, to communicate with vistors about the
research and collections functions of the Field Museum, many visitors didn’t gppear to recognize these
aspects of the exhibitions.  Given the perspective of the Exploration Zone's front-end evauation
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(Perry & Forland, 1995), perhapsit’ s not surprising that many visitors faled to notice these collections
and research themes. Severd features of these evauation results reverberate with findings from the
Exploration Zone front end study, mentioned in the Background section &t the beginning of this report
(and repeated in italics here). Note, however, that the picture is not completely blesk; many other
vigtors did respond to at |least some of the collections and research themes.

* Visitorsdidn't think very much or very accurately about the scientific research that goes on
at the Field Museum, and weren't very curious about it on their own. Although most vigtors
to the Curator's Office recognized at least some of the collecting and research themes of this
exhibition, only a quarter of them recognized that these activities were taking place behind-the-
scenes at the Field Museum. However, most visitors did stop and attend to exhibit componentsin
the Curator's Office. They were open to the experience, despite the fact that they probably didn't
walk in the door curious about the museum'’s research program.

» Visitorsdidn't understand that the Field Museum employs a large staff of full-time scientists.
Even when vistors to the Curator's Office recognized that a spider scientist was being portrayed in
the exhibition, haf of them did not redlize that she was employed by the Field Museum.

» Visitors speculated that any scientists found behind-the-scenes might be visiting from colleges
or universities, and probably were consulting on exhibits. Curator's Office vistorswho did
not realize where Petra was employed often speculated that she worked for a college or university.

The overdl lesson ssemsto be that it's difficult, but not impossible, to get vidtors thinking about behind-
the-scenes collections and research. Visitors may not be naturdly curious about these museum activities
-- in part because they have no ideathat they are actudly happening. However, once vidtors are
exposed to these messages, afairly large percentage of the audience seems to be open to learning about
research and related collections.

Lessonsfrom Building Collections for Snhail Research and other lounge exhibits

Building Collections for Shail Research provided evidence that a vistor lounge exhibition can
successfully communicate about the museum's research mission to about haf of those vistors who stop
and view the exhibition. Unfortunately, only asmal percentage of the potentid audience stopped and
paid attention to Shails. It'sinteresting that many of those who got the messages about research and
collections aso expressed some sort of persona connection with the people portrayed in the exhibition.
Those vidtors who didn’t get the research messagesin Building Collections for Shail Research at
least managed to find some persona meaning in the specimens themselves.

During the earlier stages of the Exploration Zone project, we did tracking and timing studiesin two
other exhibitions mounted in the same visitor lounge as the Shails exhibition (one exhibition on the broad
range of museum-sponsored research in Madagascar and a second on a collection of trilobites donated
to the museum). Typicaly, only 5 to 15% of vigtors stopped at any individua case in these exhibitions.
The only exhibit case thet attracted more visitors contained a study skin of alarge eagle, which attracted
athird of the vistors whom we tracked. However, interviews reveded that vistors who stopped at this
case were focusing solely on the study skin and its origin, rather than on the accompanying messages
about collections and research. Large and flashy specimens can ingpire visitors to stop a an exhibition,
but they apparently didn't help achieve the exhibition gods.
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Interviews with visitors who stopped at the Madagascar exhibition indicated that vigtors were focusing
amogt entirely on the specimens in the cases and where they came from, rather than on the research
discussed at length in the exhibition's labels. Significantly, the Madagascar exhibition focused on
research and research results, rather than on the scientists who did the research. By comparison, the
people-focused Shails exhibition communicated at least Some of its collections and research messages
to half of those who stopped. It'sinteresting to note that the Perry and Forland (1995) front end study
specifically recommended emphasizing a scientists-as- people approach, so that vistors would be more
likely to make apersona connection with the scientist’ s research.

Lessonsfrom Curator’ s Office

The Curator’s Office in Spiders! was the second incarnation of this in-house exhibit component, and
the earlier verson was much less successful. The earlier version of the Curator’ s Office was added to
a1995 summer exhibit on bats, and it was dso the subject of an evauation study. Based on tracking
and timing data, visitors paid comparable attention to the two versions of the Curator's Office.
However, during exit interviews, only one of 50 respondentsin the bats study discussed how Fied
Museum scientists study bats. In comparison, one quarter of the respondentsin Spiders! showed a
comparable level of understanding about Fidld Museum research on spiders. The two incarnations
differed in three mgjor ways. The Spiders! office was twice the Sze of the bats office, was much less
densdly packed with exhibit dements, and was given the persond touch embodied by the cutouts of
Petra Sierwad. Although al of these changes probably contributed to the increased success of the
Siders! office, we should once again note that the Perry and Forland (1995) front-end study
specificaly recommended emphasizing making persond connections to scientists-as-people. Many
vigtorsto Spiders! did seem to connect to Petra's images and words.

Onefind thought about the Curator's Office. Reading through the interview forms, it was obvious that
many Spiders! vistors were, by nature or circumstance, interested in spider scientists and how they do
their work; however, it ssemed that far fewer vistors were naturdly curious about wher e spider
scientissswork, and who paid their sdlaries. Theinterviewers had to really probe to get opinionson
those subjects, and even then many respondents seemed to be guessing.

There were many indications that the question, "Where does this scientist work?" didn't occur to most
vigtors as they walked through the Curator's Office. If thisis generdly true, then communicating to
vigtors that researchers work here, at the Field Museum, will dways be achdlenge.
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