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PART I BARRIERS & BRIDGES

Visitors come 
to the museum

Visitors learn 
about and/or 
connect with 
evolution and 

ecology

BRIDGES

BARRIERS

Evolution and ecology exhibitions have long been standard 
at natural history and science museums. Historically, these 
exhibitions were important resources for scientific study. 
Today they have become highly popular destinations 
where visitors come to experience the natural world both 
past and present. Research has shown that audiences visit 
museums for social experiences and typically do not have 
a professional background in evolution and ecology. 

In today’s world issues such as climate change, genetic 
medicine, and environmental destruction demand more 
public science knowledge than ever before. Having a 
scientifically literate and informed public is essential, 
but for many evolutionary and ecological science seems 
complex and distant. Museums are in a unique position 
to be a solution to this struggle as places of informal 
science education that spark interest in science and 
provide approachable educational experiences. This is an 
important role, but one that demands conscious effort to 
be effective advocates and educators. 

Greater science literacy comes about when visitors 
learn about and/or connect with the topic. Learning 
about evolution and ecology involves developing an 
understanding of how evolutionary and ecological 
processes work and affect our world. It can range from 
gaining new facts to understanding how known principles 
apply to situations. Because museums are informal 

learning settings, learning should not be expected to be 
rigorous or linear. It is more typically sporadic, diverse, 
and spontaneous. Connection with content occurs 
when visitors see how the information presented in the 
exhibition matters to their own lives and come to trust 
scientific views of phenomena and issues. Fostering these 
connections is important as we want visitors to see and 
respond to critical science-related issues.

From exhibition layouts to the words on our labels, the way 
we present information can do a lot to create experiences 
that help visitors understand evolution and ecology better 
and see how it matters in their lives. If we want to reach 
visitors, we must consider their needs and abilities and 
tailor the messaging and experiences in our exhibitions 
accordingly. Exhibits that are visitor-friendly are exhibits 
that are effective. 

There are a number of challenges, or barriers, that exist 
between visitors learning about and/or connecting 
with evolution and ecology. These barriers range from 
physical exhibit elements to visitors’ mental processes, 
but all represent challenges that effective exhibitions 
must overcome. This toolkit lays out six of these major 
barriers and suggests corresponding bridges (conceptual, 
experiential, physical, didactic, etc.) museum professionals 
can use to help visitors overcome those barriers when 
learning about evolution and ecology in their museums. 

INTRODUCTION
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There are two primary ways to use this toolkit 
and one may be more suitable than the other 
for your project, workplace, or role. 

The bridges suggested throughout this toolkit 
serve as general guidelines and examples of how 
to make exhibitions more visitor-friendly and 
effective. Overall, they present a clear course of 
action, but which specific bridges are appropriate 
for your exhibition depend on the exhibition 
topic, your museum, and your visitors.  

*Exhibition teams vary by 
institution, but there are key 
roles that must be undertaken 
for every exhibition. 

Team roles include:

USING THE TOOLKIT

WHY IT MATTERS
Describes the barrier further 
and why it is important 
to address it, as well as 
provides points with which 
to advocate for addressing 
the issue among colleagues.

BUILDING THE BRIDGES 
Lays out the process of 
building bridges over the 
exhibition process and 
highlights which exhibition 
team role* is most equipped 
to build it. For more on this 
approach to the toolkit, 
reference PART II.

KEY BRIDGES
Provides the most foundational 
and powerful bridges that can 
be used to address the barrier 

ADDITIONAL BRIDGES 
Following the barrier page, this library of 
additional bridges provides further ideas for 
addressing barriers. It is divided thematically 
for quick reference.

PART I is organized by barrier to learning and/or 
connection with evolution and ecology. It outlines how to 
bridge six major barriers by exploring why bridging the 
barriers matters, how bridges can be built over the course 
of the exhibition process, and suggesting bridges to use.

PART II is organized by exhibition creation process and teams. It presents bridge 
building actions and responsibilities over the course of the exhibition process and 
among members of exhibition teams. These resources are intended to clarify what 
actions can be taken in different phases of the process and what each member of 
an exhibition team can do to make exhibitions more visitor-friendly and effective.
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BARRIER KEY BRIDGES

COMPLEX CONTENT
Evolution and ecology are 
complex topics that are 
inherently challenging for 
visitors to understand.

 • Use popular specimens as hooks for lessons on ecology/evolution 
 • Present information as “big concepts” and “little facts”
 • Base exhibition frameworks on everyday concepts, not taxonomy
 • Use models, scenic elements, and mount arrangements to contextualize fossils
 • Organize content in small sections that are easy to navigate and digest
 • Use everyday language and eliminate scientific jargon whenever possible

LEARNING STYLES
Visitors have different 
learning styles and 
needs that affect their 
engagement with 
exhibitions on evolution 
and ecology.

 • Include interdisciplinary information and vary modes of interaction 
 • Support learning at both low and high levels of engagement in exhibit elements, 

especially interactives
 • Transform common questions into entry points for important lessons
 • Keep labels brief to make them inviting

COGNITIVE BIASES
Evolution and ecology 
trigger a range of cognitive 
biases in visitors.

 • Avoid buzzwords (e.g. “climate change”) as they trigger defensive, argumentative thinking
 • Tailor messages to different audiences and their values
 • Maintain a positive voice when discussing critical issues 
 • Present information in formats that are easy to analyze and compare

RELEVANCE & 
RELATABILITY
Visitors do not see how 
evolution and ecology is 
relatable or relevant to 
their own lives.

 • Show how science can help visitors make sense of or address local and/or global issues
 • Use emotional appeals to motivate visitors to learn and act
 • Show diverse representations of scientists 
 • Provide opportunities to interact with scientists 

SINGULAR 
INTERPRETATIONS
Evolutionary and/or 
ecological interpretations 
of the natural world 
may differ from visitors’ 
personal/religious 
understandings. 

 • Avoid buzzwords (e.g. “climate change”) as they trigger defensive, argumentative thinking
 • Walk visitors through phenomena so they can make connections on their own
 • Ask visitors to compare their personal understanding of a natural phenomenon to the 

scientific understanding

OTHER NEEDS
Visitors have non-content 
related needs that impact 
their museum experience.

 • Provide clear, relatively frequent paths out of the exhibition if visitors need to leave
 • Provide clear, accessible wayfinding
 • Create “wow” experiences to generate positive impressions of museum experiences

OVERVIEW
This toolkit lays out six major barriers to evolution and ecology learning and connection and suggests bridges that can help 
visitors overcome them. The chart below summarizes these barriers and bridges.
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WHY IT MATTERS
 • Evolution and ecology, like any field of science, are 

inherently complex and hard to understand. We want 
visitors to learn in exhibitions, so we need to help them 
approach and make sense of challenging content.

 • Forming a connection with science as a way of knowing 
requires a basic degree of understanding. We want 
visitors to identify with evolution and ecology, so we need 
to help them understand what it tells us about our world.

 • Evolution and ecology are great examples of the complex 
networks that make up the natural, social, and economic 
systems in our world. Learning about them can help 
visitors engage in the network thinking that is needed 
to address major global challenges.

BUILDING THE BRIDGES

FRONT END EVALUATION & RESEARCH

Determine the level of background 
knowledge visitors have about the 
topic, as well as how they think and 
talk about it, so that you can tailor 
content accordingly and realistically. 

CONCEPT DEVELOPMENT 

Organize content in frameworks that 
visitors are familiar with and can 
readily navigate. 

Listen for the colloquial ways members 
of the team might describe something. 
These can provide linguistic or visual 
metaphors to help explain concepts to 
non-experts.

Have faith in visitors’ ability to 
understand things. Begin with 
somewhat challenging information and 
use evaluation to tailor it to an ideal 
level and context for visitors. 

Sometimes, topics are just too 
complicated for exhibitions. When 
you reach one of these boundaries, 
consider the support you can provide to 
better suited learning contexts (biology 
class field trips, educator-facilitated 
demonstrations, etc.) within your space. 

EXPERIENCE DEVELOPMENT

Make sure language can be understood 
by most visitors, from kids to adults, 
who do not have science experience.

There can be a lot to say about a topic, 
and spending a lot of time researching 
things often leads to a lot of excitement 
about sharing that information. To keep 
exhibitions concise in order to support 
the majority of visitors’ experiences, 
consider museum websites, blogs, or 
other spaces where you can share more 
information for interested visitors. 

COMPLEX CONTENT
Evolution and ecology are complex and inherently challenging for visitors to understand.

KEY BRIDGES

FAMILIAR FRAMEWORKS While taxonomy may be the most 
familiar to biologists, it is not often the way most visitors 
conceptualize the natural world. Think about other ways to 
categorize content that visitors can more readily relate to and 
navigate such as biome or ecological/evolutionary principle. 

BIG CONCEPTS, LITTLE FACTS “Big concepts, little facts” are the 
best ways to present information to visitors with limited time and 
attention spans. Whether using one or both, big concepts help 
visitors to understand natural phenomena, while little facts can 
be very memorable.

MOUNT A STORY People not trained in visualizing life from 
fossils need to see life-like organisms and environmental 
context in order to best understand and connect with fossils. Use 
visualization techniques such as models and scenic elements to 
recreate organisms and environments. 

EVERYDAY LANGUAGE Make sure language and phrasing can be 
understood by people who do not have experience with science, 
as most visitors, from kids to adults, do not know much about 
the topic. Using everyday language is not about “dumbing down.” 
Visitors aren’t dumb, they’re just not professional scientists. 
Eliminate scientific jargon whenever possible and when 
advanced terms are necessary provide clear definitions. 

1



5© 2020 Abigail Sarver-Verhey All Rights Reserved

D
ID

A
C

TI
CS

O
R

G
A

N
IZ

A
TI

O
N

ADDITIONAL BRIDGES

FAMILIAR FRAMEWORKS While taxonomy may be the 
most familiar to biologists, it is not the way most visitors 
conceptualize the natural world. Without a knowledge 
of taxonomy, visitors don’t readily understand the 
arrangement of objects and content in the exhibition. 
Think about other ways to organize content that visitors 
can better relate to and navigate such as biome or 
ecological/evolutionary principle. 

“WOW!” HOOKS Popular museum features like dinosaurs 
or modern charismatic megafauna are great hooks to 
draw visitors into learning about complex ecological and 
evolutionary principles.

KEEP IT IN CONTEXT People learn very naturally through 
stories. They provide discovery, imagination, purpose, 
and emotion that keep people engaged and motivated. 
Presenting principles in specific contexts provides these 
memorable narrative elements that can help visitors 
understand and retain information. 

START WITH WHAT THEY KNOW People learn by 
incorporating new information into pre-existing 
frameworks. Preface the introduction of new information 
through text, interactives, or audiovisuals with prior 
knowledge visitors are likely to have to help them 
assimilate the new information.

BREAK IT UP It is easier for visitors to process information 
little by little, so break it up into bite-sized sections. 

BIG CONCEPTS, LITTLE FACTS “Big concepts, little facts” 
are the best ways to present information to visitors with 
limited time and attention spans. Whether using one or 
both, big concepts help visitors to understand natural 
phenomena, while little facts can be very memorable.

CLEAR WAYFINDING In expansive, “walk through time” 
evolution/ecology exhibitions it is important to give 
visitors strong wayfinding through the exhibition. Color 
coding sections can help visitors easily identify that they 
have moved between eras, while consistent hierarchies 
and interpretive elements can establish a system that 
visitors can easily follow and look for in each new section.

REPEAT, REPEAT, REPEAT When presenting a concept, 
be formulaic. Repetition of a phenomena and multiple 
examples reinforces and supports a concept, helping 
visitors to learn and retain the information. 

EVERYDAY LANGUAGE Make sure language and phrasing 
can be understood by people who do not have experience 
with science, as most visitors, from kids to adults, do not 
know a great deal about the topic already. Using everyday 
language is not about “dumbing down.” Visitors aren’t 
dumb, they’re just not professional scientists. Eliminate 
scientific jargon whenever possible, but when advanced 
terms are necessary provide clear definitions. The first 
text visitors read in an exhibition or on a label should 
be as jargon-free as possible. Secondary and tertiary 
paragraphs or stories are better places to include jargon 
if it is necessary as visitors who have reached that part of 
the text are better equipped to determine its meaning and 
more invested in doing so.

ANTHROPOMORPHIZING Anthropomorphic descriptions 
of organisms can provide helpful, engaging metaphors; 
however, they can also lead to misunderstandings. They 
are best employed as fun titles or introductions that are 
clarified in larger passages of text.

START SIMPLE Start with simpler but smaller or related 
concepts that are easier to conceptualize. Then gradually 
build out to larger concepts. For example, introduce the 
principle of food webs before talking about the network 
of interconnections between all living things, or introduce 
the network of interconnections between all living things 
before talking about the principle of sustainability.

EC
O

LO
G

Y
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as linear. Counter this misconception by showcasing 
examples of non-linear evolution (e.g. whales).

CHANGE OVER TIME Evolution is hard to see over time. 
But in some places, such islands or isolated valleys, 
evolution can also be observed across space. Examples 
such as this show contemporary related organisms 
that vary from location to location due to local factors, 
providing compelling evidence for evolution. 

DIGITAL CHANGE Digital technology provides an 
opportunity to show what can otherwise not be seen. In 
evolution and ecology exhibitions it is particularly suited 
to showing evolutionary or ecological change over time, 
something that is otherwise very difficult for visitors 
to witness and understand. Custom interactives can 
be created, or commercially available programs can be 
interpreted to show how environments and organisms 
change in response to shifting natural factors. 

TOO DEEP Deep time is an intensely difficult concept 
to understand, particularly for children up to age 9 
who are learning about time as a concept and their 
own history. This makes macroevolution difficult to 
explain. Microevolutionary principles can often be easier 
for younger visitors to grasp because they are based 
on life-cycles, a framework that does not require an 
understanding of underlying timelines.

ESSENTIALISM Essentialism is the belief that living things 
are static and unchanging. Because variation is hard to 
notice without familiarity (something people largely do not 
have with organisms other than humans), this is a common 
misconception. Showing multiple specimens from a single 
species and highlighting the variation among them can 
help to dispel this idea. 

TELEOLOGICAL EVOLUTION People often have teleological 
understandings of evolution - the idea that living things 
change because they want to, not due to mutation 
and natural selection. The belief can be dispelled by 
demonstrating how survival depends on the possession of 
certain traits - the process of natural selection.

SMALL STEPS Exhibitions should aim to help visitors take 
steps toward understanding evolution and ecology. These 
steps might look smaller than expected. Teleological 
descriptions of evolution (organisms change because they 
want to) are incorrect; however, they are closer to entirely 
scientific explanations of evolution than supernatural 
explanations and contain some of the basic elements of 
true scientific reasoning. Visitors reasoning in this way 
isn’t a bad sign, in fact, it is a sign of a step in the right 
direction toward a scientific understanding that visitors 
are not ready or able to make a leap to yet.
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S SELECTING SPECIMENS The selection of objects for an 
exhibition should be focused on supporting the exhibition 
narrative. Ideally objects should be chosen in tandem 
with the exhibition’s narrative development, with objects 
inspiring the narrative and the narrative dictating and 
editing the selection of objects. 

MOUNT A STORY Use fossils themselves to tell a story. 
Arrange them in recognizable, lifelike positions that 
visitors can interpret narratively, even without reading 
a label (e.g. a mother guarding a nest or a predator/prey 
standoff). This both makes the fossils seem more realistic 
and helps visitors understand more about what the 
organisms lives were like. 

WINDOW ON AN ECOSYSTEM Use dioramas to tell 
“ecosystem stories,” that go beyond the central charismatic 
megafauna to explore the environment they lived in. 

CONTEXTUALIZE People not trained in visualizing life from 
fossils need to see life-like organisms and environmental 
context in order to best understand and connect with 
fossils. Fossil mounts do not typically provide this, but 
dioramas do. Use visualization techniques such as models, 
sets, illustrations, and digital media to provide realistic 
visualizations of fossils. 

ANIMATRONIC STORYTELLING Robotic dinosaur models 
are a popular exhibition device. By mimicking live 
organisms, they are easier for children to learn biological 
principles from than inanimate fossils. They are most 
effective when they are arranged in easy to interpret 
scenes that teach simple, clear concepts (e.g. dinosaurs are 
reptiles, predators hunt prey).
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KNOW YOUR LIMITS Sometimes, topics are just too 
complicated for exhibitions. It is important for exhibition 
teams to recognize the boundaries of what an exhibition 
can achieve. When you reach one of these boundaries, 
consider the support you can provide to better suited 
learning contexts with your space. That might include 
ensuring a good experience for high school biology field 
trips or providing spaces or opportunities for educators to 
have conversations with visitors about the topic. 

SIMPLE GRAPHS Making sense of graphs is often part of 
understanding scientific information; however, it can 
be challenging. Think of each bit of information (from 
the axis labels to each bit of information mapped on the 
graph) as a sentence. How much can a person read at 
once? Keep graphs as simple as possible by setting limits 
like you would with word counts for labels (keep in mind 
that 1-3 data elements (a good standard) is really more like 
6-9 pieces of information when you include the graph 
elements that visitors need to interpret the data). Keys 
and/or explanations of how to read a graph should be 
positioned as close as possible to the graph to provide 
visitors with instructions on how to interpret what they are 
looking at. 

TRENDING Content-wise, graphs of geologic time should 
focus not on discrete dates, but rather trends over time. 
People have poor retention of dates and are not likely 
to need to know them. Trends and a general chronology 
are more relevant to an understanding of environmental 
change and evolution that is appropriate for non-scientists. 

CONSISTENT SCALE People do not often use large 
numbers and scales of magnitude, so they are not adept 
at comparing different scales. All mentions of comparable 
numbers should be in the same scale (e.g. 10 thousand 
years after 1,200 thousand years ago instead of 10 thousand 
years after 1.2 million years ago) to help visitors more 
readily understand changes in time or quantity. 

LANDMARKS Establishing mental “landmarks” can help 
people place geologic events in deep time and in relation 
to each other. Utilize landmarks visitors already have 
and create new landmarks that are memorable to visitors. 
These landmarks should be introduced at the beginning of 
the exhibition and reinforced throughout the exhibition to 
help visitors structure the framework. 

SC
A

LE
S
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WHY IT MATTERS
 • We want visitors to learn. The experiences 

we provide in exhibitions are integral to 
encouraging and facilitating learning.

 • We want visitors to connect with 
evolution and ecology. The experiences 
we provide in exhibitions must illustrate 
and foster these personal connections.

BUILDING THE BRIDGES

CONCEPT DEVELOPMENT 

Set realistic visitor goals. Visitors typically go 
to museums for a leisure experience, not a 
formal learning experience, and do not have 
a strong background in science. Focus on 
sparking interest in the topic and providing 
connections that make evolution and ecology 
matter to them, whatever their background is. 

All interpretations should be made with 
visitor needs in mind and tested through 
evaluation. Engaging with visitors and/or 
visitor research as a curator/researcher gives 
you the knowledge and support to make 
informed interpretive decisions that will 
effectively communicate content to visitors.

EXPERIENCE DEVELOPMENT

Evaluate! The feedback you receive can shape 
the exhibition in a way that better meets 
visitor needs and interests and ultimately gets 
your message across more effectively. 

Designers should take time to brush up 
on exhibition content. Part of design for 
exhibitions is interpreting information 
into experiences. While this is done in 
conjunction with content experts and 
interpreters, a thorough grasp of content 
ensures that information is communicated 
accurately through design and provides a wide 
landscape of opportunities from which to 
draw experience ideas. Engaging with content 
also includes education and communication 
practices that provide strategies for 
maximizing the potential of the experience. 

Educators provide some of the most 
compelling learning experiences because 
they are able to intuitively tailor messages to 
visitors’ interests and experiences. Include 
props and visual elements that educators can 
use as a conversation or demonstration pieces 
in these interactions.

LEARNING STYLES
Visitors have different learning styles and needs that affect their engagement with 
exhibitions on evolution and ecology.

KEY BRIDGES

MANY DOORS Visitors have different learning 
styles and interests that affect their whether 
they want to or can engage with content. Include 
interdisciplinary information and vary modes of 
interaction to provide many points of entry. 

LEARNING LEVELS Visitors will engage at different 
levels with an object or interactive, but the 
experience can and should support learning at all 
levels, from high to low. 

NOT SO SIMPLE QUESTIONS Visitors tend to 
ask similar questions that can seem obvious or 
mundane. However, these questions make more 
sense when you consider that visitors have very 
little of the background knowledge of a topic that 
leads to deep questions. Do not discount these 
questions. Instead, transform them into entry 
points for important lessons. 

CONCISE AND CONSISTENT Visitors are more 
likely to read labels that are brief, so saying less 
can actually mean that visitors will read more. 

2



9© 2020 Abigail Sarver-Verhey All Rights Reserved

EN
TR

Y
 P

O
IN

TS

ADDITIONAL BRIDGES

INTERGENERATIONAL ENGAGEMENT Adults and children 
have different needs in exhibitions. It is important to 
create moments for adults to engage with the content 
in addition to caring for the child they are with. These 
can be spaces such as “book nooks” or interactive 
games that occupy children while adults take in the 
exhibition. What can be even more beneficial, though, are 
experiences which promote intergenerational engagement 
by presenting content in ways that involve adults and 
children interacting with each other as they engage 
with the content. This type of social, intergenerational 
interaction is known to promote learning. 

LEARNING LEVELS Visitors will engage at different levels 
with an object or interactive, but the experience can 
and should support learning at all levels, from high to 
low. Visitors who have a deep cognitive engagement 
with the content should be encouraged to ask “what if” 
questions. For visitors who are interacting physically but 
not cognitively, the interactive should direct visitors to 
essential or interesting content to foster “wow” moments 
of surprise insight or interest.

MANY DOORS Visitors have different learning styles and 
interests that affect their interest in and ability to engage 
with the content. Include interdisciplinary information 
and vary modes of interaction in order to provide as many 
points of entry as possible. 

NOT SO SIMPLE QUESTIONS Visitors tend to ask similar 
questions that can seem obvious or mundane (the familiar 
“Is it real?” or “How did you get it?”). However, these 
questions make sense when you consider that visitors have 
very little of the background knowledge of a topic that 
leads to deep questions. Do not discount these questions. 
Instead, transform them into entry points for important 
lessons (to follow the examples, they could lead to learning 
about the process of fossilization or paleontological digs.)

ASK THE QUESTIONS Often visitors have similar, basic 
questions or questions that they feel self-conscious about 
asking. State common misconceptions and questions 
outright and provide answers to them to make it easy for 
visitors to find what they want to know.

EX
H

IB
IT

S MEANINGFUL GAMES Interactive experiences need to 
contain some sort of information that helps visitors make 
sense of what they are doing, otherwise, it is simply a 
game with no educational component. Text is the most 
straightforward way to do this. It should be kept short 
and straightforward to ensure visitors will read and can 
make sense of it in the context of the more compelling 
interactive part of the experience. If text is not an option 
for delivering interpretive information, consider visual 
diagrams or brief videos.

FOLLOW THE CLUES Visitors are often worried about 
having the “right answer,” but science is about interpreting 
clues to arrive at possible answers. Encourage them to 
figure out the clues fossils contain like scientists by looking 
at the displays of particular bones or arrangements of 
animals. Because they do not always understand how to 
make sense of what they are examining, provide ways in 
which to interpret the meaning of what they see through 
visual guides or narratives. 

TRY IT YOURSELF In applying principles and solving 
problems, visitors construct and retain an understanding 
of concepts that is stronger than simply reading 
information. If you have to work for it, you are more 
likely to remember it. Therefore, it is important to have 
opportunities for visitors to apply concepts themselves. 
For example, have visitors apply evolution to current 
organisms and consider how evolution might change them 
in the future. This exercise can range from humorous to 
realistic, but is a great way to engage visitors of all ages in 
thinking about how evolutionary processes shape life. 

USE YOUR IMAGINATION Dioramas provide visitors 
with an opportunity to be creative and imaginative in 
developing an understanding, which is particularly 
appealing and appropriate for children’s learning. Provide 
opportunities that engage visitors imaginations when 
interpreting dioramas to capture their immersive potential.
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CONVERSATION STARTER Visitors do not often approach 
volunteers in exhibitions, therefore volunteers usually 
invite visitors into an interaction. Exhibition designers can 
provide opportunities for educators to engage visitors by 
including props and visual elements that educators can 
use as demonstration pieces and telling surprising, unique 
stories that provide great conversation starters.

ART & EMOTION Artistic interpretations of scientific 
phenomena or the ways in which they impact our world 
can activate affective responses in a more powerful way 
than logical interpretations and provide a entry point 
into science for visitors who may not view themselves 
as “science people.” However, the metaphors at play in 
artistic representations rely on existing knowledge of the 
phenomena or issue depicted, so it is important to ensure 
that visitors have that background or provide it in order to 
instill the artwork with meaning. 

CONCISE AND CONSISTENT Visitors are more likely to 
read labels that are brief (about 25-75 words), so saying 
less can actually mean that visitors will read more. Divide 
up information into a clear hierarchy of small, quickly 
readable sections, and space the sections out across a 
label in non-uniform sections to make each distinct. A 
standardized graphic system repeated throughout the 
exhibition helps make information accessible and clear. 
MAKE IT MEMORABLE Unique, surprising, or humorous 
“fun facts” make information memorable. Conditions will 
change and things that were not relevant when visitors 
first learn them may later become relevant. Memorable 
content like surprising “fun facts” will stick with visitors, 
providing an opportunity for them to connect with a topic 
later on.

SAY IT IN A STORY Narrative labels can seem strange for 
scientific principles or static fossils, but they are a great 
tool for connection with science. People naturally get 
immersed in stories and learn from them, so they can help 
get visitors to empathize with or think differently about 
nature or scientific principles. Children, in particular, find 
stories engaging and memorable.

GO BIG Large scale environmental graphics are good for 
capturing visitors attention and promoting engagement 
with textual and graphic content, particularly in the case 
of “skimmers,” a particularly hard audience to connect with.
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WHY IT MATTERS
 • Whether it is thinking they already know everything 

about a topic or thinking that content is in opposition to 
their beliefs, cognitive biases reduce visitors willingness 
engage with content.

 • Cognitive biases such as disconnectedness from other 
species and unfamiliarity with large numerical and 
temporal scales make it difficult to truly conceptualize 
evolution and ecology, leading to misunderstandings 
about how they work and what they mean. 

 • Reluctance to challenge existing understandings is a 
major cognitive bias that may prevent visitors from 
accepting the implications of evolutionary and 
ecological science or including them as factors in their 
personal decision making.

BUILDING THE BRIDGES

FRONT END EVALUATION & RESEARCH

Research should not just include the 
exhibition topic, but educational and 
communication strategies for the 
topic. Determine what cognitive biases 
might arise as visitors engage with 
the specific exhibition content. By 
understanding how people think about 
something, you can develop more 
effective communication methods that 
deliver the information in a way that 
will actually reach visitors. 

CONCEPT & EXPERIENCE DEVELOPMENT 

Interpretation should focus on 
presenting the information in ways 
that avoid triggering the biases or help 
visitors work through them. 

COGNITIVE BIASES
Evolution and ecology trigger a range of cognitive biases in visitors.

3

KEY BRIDGES

AVOID TRIGGERS Avoid buzzwords like “climate change” as 
much as possible, as they trigger defensive, argumentative 
thinking. Instead, walk visitors logically through observable 
phenomena to help them come to their own realizations 
about biological or environmental issues, labeling them only 
when visitors are invested enough in their engagement to 
not be immediately turned away.

STAY POSITIVE Maintain a positive voice when discussing 
critical issues, as fear can cause them to ignore the issue 
entirely to avoid psychological distress. 

GENERAL, NOT SPECIFIC Much of what we talk about 
in evolution and ecology exhibits that deal with change 
over deep time — from large numbers to major geologic 
events — are unfamiliar to visitors and therefore hard to 
process. Avoid overwhelming visitors with specifics; instead 
emphasize meaningful trends and present information in 
simple, easy to analyze formats.
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ADDITIONAL BRIDGES

Bias: Visitors think they already know everything there 
is to know about the topic.

 • Honor visitors passion for a topic (such as dino-
obsessed kids and their proud parents), but emphasize 
that there’s always more to learn. Encourage visitors to 
“learn something new today” in the exhibition.

Bias: Information is scary and intimidating to visitors.
 • Maintain a positive voice when discussing critical 

issues, as fear can cause them to ignore the issue 

Bias: The further you get away from “people,” the more 
people lose interest. 

 • Visitors should see ecological and evolutionary 
principles in relation to themselves or familiar 
organisms/environments.

 • Visitors are less likely to engage in applying 
evolutionary principles to humans. Domestic animals 
such as dogs or horses provide an ideal middle ground 
for demonstrating evolutionary principles, as they are 
the living things people are most intimately familiar 
with beyond other humans.

Bias: Visitors do not understand large scales of magnitude.
 • Establishing mental “landmarks” can help visitors 

place geologic events in deep time and in relation to 
each other. Utilize landmarks visitors already have and 
create new landmarks that are memorable to them. 
These landmarks should be introduced at the beginning 
of the exhibition and reinforced throughout to help 
visitors structure the framework.

entirely to avoid psychological distress. This is 
particularly critical in exhibition conclusions.

 • The extent of complex issues such as climate change 
can make people feel powerless to the extent that they 
simply ignore them. Provide suggestions of how make a 
difference (from personal choices to political action) to 
show visitors that their actions can and do matter when 
it comes to these issues.

 • Graphs of geologic time should focus not on discrete 
dates, but rather trends over time. People have poor 
retention of dates and are not likely to need to know 
them. Trends and a general chronology are more 
relevant to an understanding of environmental change 
and evolution that is appropriate for non-scientists.

 • People do not often use large numbers and scales of 
magnitude, so they are not adept at comparing different 
scales. All mentions of comparable numbers should 
be in the same scale (e.g. 10 thousand years after 1,200 
thousand years ago instead of 10 thousand years after 
1.2 million years ago) to help visitors more readily 
understand changes in time or quantity.

Bias: Information conflicts with visitors’ intuitive 
understandings of evolution and ecology.

See Barrier 1: Complex Content
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due to social, personal, or political beliefs and values.
 • Avoid buzzwords like “climate change” as much as 

possible, as they trigger defensive, argumentative 
thinking. Instead, walk visitors logically through 
observable phenomena to help them come to their own 
realizations about biological or environmental issues, 
labeling them when visitors are invested enough in 
their engagement to not be immediately turned away.

 • Present information as the way “scientists” interpret 
a topic. Asking visitors how they interpret a topic 
reminds them that they are not unwelcome just 
because they may not understand something in the 
way scientists do. It also provides an opportunity for 
them to critically consider how their understandings 
differ from scientific understandings and begin the 
difficult mental work of forming a new understanding 
of a topic.  

 • Motivate visitors to care about or take action on issues 
by finding what aspect of the issue matters to them and 
emphasizing it in the messaging. Critical issues like 
climate change demand action before all else, including 
acceptance. Fortunately, taking action on an issue does 
not always have to go hand-in-hand with accepting it. 
Factors that motivate people to make climate-concious 
choices do not always stem from environmental 
responsibility. They might include economic interest 
or an alternative source of moral responsibility, 
and emphasizing these aspects in addition to 
environmentalism drives the universal action these 
issues demand.

Bias: Information conflicts with visitors’ religious 
understandings of evolution and ecology.

See Barrier 5: Singular Interpretations
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WHY IT MATTERS
 • It can be hard for visitors to see themselves 

represented in exhibitions about ecology, particularly 
ones that deal with the past, but it is important for 
motivating visitors to engage with a topic. 

 • Visitors are not likely to retain information unless it 
is relevant to their own lives.

 • Visitors must be able to relate to science and 
scientists in order to value science in their personal 
choices and behaviors.

 • Relevancy gives visitors a reason to engage 
further with the topic outside the museum walls, 
reinforcing what they have learned and making a 
difference in evolution and ecology-related issues.

BUILDING THE BRIDGES

FRONT END EVALUATION & RESEARCH

Exhibition teams, including curators, 
should talk to visitors about their 
interests and questions. Answering 
these questions appeals to visitors’ 
existing curiosities and needs.

Find out what issues audiences are 
facing and consider how science can 
help them make sense of or address 
those issues.

CONCEPT DEVELOPMENT 

Relevance is contextual, depending 
on what unique circumstances 
visitors live in and can connect 
content to. Therefore, it is important 
to create multiple points of relevancy 
for different audiences. 

EXPERIENCE DEVELOPMENT

Design your exhibition, particularly 
labels, so that it can be updated with 
new scientific research. Digital labels 
can be a great way to do this.

Visitors should have opportunities 
to interact with scientists. These 
experiences can go along way in 
helping them see scientists as people 
like them.

“Walk the talk” by using sustainable 
materials to build exhibits. Use 
labels and signage to inform visitors 
that you are making these choices. 
Taking these actions shows visitors 
that they can be done, and supports 
your messaging that visitors should 
do them. 

KEY BRIDGES

REAL PROBLEMS, REAL SOLUTIONS Discuss issues that 
visitors are facing, from the local to the global. Show how 
science can help them make sense of or address those 
issues. Learning about ecology in the context of climate 
change, for example, gives visitors a better understanding 
of the natural systems involved in climate change, as well 
as how they impact those systems.

GETTING EMOTIONAL Use emotional appeals (i.e. 
everything dies, how do you think polar bears “feel” about 
climate change?) to promote emotional connections with 
ecology and evolution. These are often more motivating 
than logical connections. 

MEET SCIENTISTS Show diverse representations of 
scientists so that all visitors can connect with scientists 
on some level. Visitors should also have opportunities to 
interact with scientists in person. Talking with a scientist 
face-to-face goes much further than a bio on a panel in 
helping visitors see scientists as more like them.

RELEVANCE & RELATABILITY
Visitors do not see how evolution and ecology is relatable or relevant to their own lives.

4
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ADDITIONAL BRIDGES

CURRENT EVENTS Include current events, and keep updating 
them. Issues that people are hearing about in their everyday lives 
with draw their attention and resonate with them, as well as 
show how science is relevant to their lives.

REAL PROBLEMS, REAL SOLUTIONS Discuss issues that 
visitors are facing, from the local to the global. Show how science 
can help them make sense of or address those issues. Learning 
about ecology in the context of climate change, for example, gives 
visitors a better understanding of the natural systems involved in 
climate change, as well as how they impact those systems.

LOCAL SPOTS Showcasing local ecology, both past and present, 
carries interaction with nature beyond the museum, as visitors 
can connect content with places and circumstances they 
encounter in their everyday lives. 
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GETTING EMOTIONAL Use emotional appeals (e.g. everything 
dies, how do you think polar bears “feel” about climate change?) 
to promote emotional connections with ecology and evolution. 
These are often more motivating than logical connections. 

HUMANIZE “Humanize” fossils by emphasizing imperfections 
that evidence they provide about the life experiences of the 
animal. By focusing on these elements, it makes the fossils less 
pristine and more relatable. 

PAST & PRESENT Do not just talk about what happened, but talk 
about why it happened. Many of the forces of past ecological 
and evolutionary change are at work today, providing a great 
opportunity to help people connect with the content, as well 
as see why understanding it better helps us deal with modern 
environmental change.

ON THE CONTINUUM Continue “journey through time” 
exhibitions into the present to show how environmental and 
evolutionary change is a continuum that we are just as much a 
part of as trilobites and t. rexes were.

TAKE ACTION Relevance is very important to hard-to-reach teen 
and young adult audiences. Show how information is relevant 
to issues that matter to them. Empower them by providing 
opportunities to make a difference.

MEET SCIENTISTS Show diverse depictions of scientists so that 
all visitors can see themselves represented among and identify 
with scientists. Visitors should also have opportunities to interact 
with scientists in person. Talking with a scientist face-to-face 
goes much further than a bio on a panel in helping visitors see 
scientists as more like them.
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BUILDING THE BRIDGES

FRONT END EVALUATION & RESEARCH

Research and evaluate visitors 
understandings of the exhibition 
topic. This will help show what 
understandings they are coming 
into the exhibition with that will 
affect how they make sense of the 
exhibition content.

CONCEPT DEVELOPMENT 

Provide opportunities for visitor 
and/or community participation 
in the interpretation of content 
(not necessarily to compete with 
scientific interpretations, but to 
show how evolutionary/ecological 
principles and issues relate to 
different communities). This gives 
visitors a stake in the content, 
as their own perspectives are 
represented. It may even open a door 
into the content for other visitors 
who otherwise felt excluded from 
museum interpretations. 

SINGULAR INTERPRETATIONS
Evolutionary and/or ecological interpretations of the natural world may differ from 
visitors’ personal/religious understandings.

5

KEY BRIDGES

DIFFERENT UNDERSTANDINGS Visitors’ preconceived 
understandings may differ from what is presented in 
exhibitions. This can cause an uncomfortable state of 
cognitive dissonance that shuts them down from learning new 
information. Asking visitors how they interpret a topic reminds 
them that they are not unwelcome just because they may not 
have understood something in the way scientists do. It also 
provides an opportunity for them to critically consider how their 
understandings differ from scientific understandings and begin 
the difficult mental work of forming a new understanding.

FOCUS ON APPLICATIONS Science gives us an accurate 
understanding of many critical issues, from diseases to climate 
change. Understanding science can motivate people to take 
action on these issues, but not everyone will view the world 
through the lens of science. Focus on ways to address critical 
issues and explore them through value systems beyond just 
science. In this way, exhibitions will promote the action that is 
needed even if visitors do not see them through a scientific lens.

WHY IT MATTERS
 • Visitors are not all going to hold understandings of the 

world based entirely on science. For example, at least 
36% of Americans believe in some kind of supernatural 
origin of life. We cannot interpret evolution and ecology in 
exhibitions in a way that ignores these circumstances or we 
will not connect with, or worse, alienate, visitors. 

 • We need to present information in a way that does not 
exclude or demean visitors for holding understandings that 
do not align with scientific consensus. Making visitors 
feel comfortable and welcome is essential for promoting 
exploration and learning. 

 • Evolution and ecology exhibits often aim to promote action 
on critical environmental or health issues. Motivating 
visitors to take action on these issues involves appealing 
to their values, not all of which are rooted in science.
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ADDITIONAL BRIDGES

DIFFERENT UNDERSTANDINGS Visitors’ preconceived 
understandings may differ from what is presented in 
exhibitions. This can cause an uncomfortable state of 
cognitive dissonance that shuts them down from learning 
new information. Present information as the way scientists 
interpret a topic. Asking visitors in turn how they interpret 
a topic reminds them that they are not unwelcome just 
because they may not have understood something in the 
way scientists do. It also provides an opportunity for them 
to critically consider how their understandings differ from 
scientific understandings and begin the difficult mental 
work of forming a new understanding of a topic.

AVOID TRIGGERS Avoid buzzwords like “evolution” or 
“climate change” that immediately trigger defensive, 
argumentative thinking. Rather, start with phenomena 
that visitors can observe themselves. Help them to see 
patterns and trends until they begin to make connections 
and develop an understanding of their own. 

ENCOURAGE QUESTIONS Frame data in ways that 
encourage visitors to ask questions of the scientists 
who collect and study it. This empowers visitors to 
have a voice in the exhibition and opens up dialogues 
between scientists and the public that can lead to better 
understanding of both science and the questions and 
concerns people have about it.

MORE TO DISCOVER Be transparent about gaps in scientific 
understanding and unanswered questions. It shows that 
science is an ongoing process based on attainable data. 

FOCUS ON APPLICATIONS Science gives us an accurate 
understanding of many critical issues, from diseases to 
climate change. Understanding science can motivate 
people to take action on these issues, but not everyone will 
view the world through the lens of science. Focus on ways 
to address critical issues and explore them through value 
systems beyond just science. In this way, exhibitions will 
promote the action that is needed even if visitors do not 
see them through a scientific lens.

PRINCIPLE, NOT PHILOSOPHY Emphasize that evolution is 
a scientific principle, not a belief system that necessarily 
conflicts with the belief systems visitors may hold. Give 
examples of scientists or religious figures who accept both 
supernatural and scientific understandings. This shows 
visitors that they can reconcile the two and opens them up 
to learning new understandings as they do not fear loosing 
a deeply held ideology.

GOOD & BAD Be honest about when science has been 
wrong. While good science is fact, bad science has led to 
misunderstandings and been used to support ideologies 
and policies that harm both people and the environment. 
By showing the difference between the two, we help 
people understand how to make the distinction for 
themselves. By being honest about our own mistakes, we 
also uphold trust in the institution of science.
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WHY IT MATTERS
 • Visitors have many needs when they go to museums 

and learning is not usually their primary need. If 
their more basic needs (having fun, getting their 
money’s worth, finding a bathroom for their child, 
etc.) are not met, they will not have the capacity for 
learning experiences. 

 • If visitors do not have their primary needs met they 
are likely to have a bad impression of the whole 
museum experience, from logistics to learning.

BUILDING THE BRIDGES

FRONT END EVALUATION & RESEARCH

Get to know your museums’ visitors 
and their experiences in the space. 
Knowing what common routes they 
take, needs they have, or persistent 
logistical challenges can help you build 
in solutions to the exhibition design.

EXHIBITION DESIGN

Build exhibitions in ways that allow 
visitors to easily access amenities such 
as restrooms or eateries.

Visitors are not at museums for 
rigorous learning. Provide unique and 
exciting experiences that allow visitors 
to have fun with content to meet their 
experience needs. They may even 
show that learning can be enjoyable. 

KEY BRIDGES

DIRECT ROUTE Design exhibition layouts in ways 
that provide clear, relatively frequent paths out 
of the exhibition if visitors need to leave. Avoid 
“mazes” or long, forced marches that will frustrate 
visitors who need to leave the exhibition to attend 
to other needs, even if only for a few minutes.

WAYFINDING Clear, accessible wayfinding goes a 
long way in helping visitors locate the amenities 
they need in museums. 

“WOW” THEM Create “wow” moments — both in-
person and for photo ops. These might be visually 
interesting, large-scale, iconic, or immersive 
experiences. Whatever they may be, memorable 
moments will give visitors positive lasting 
impressions of their experience at the museum.

OTHER NEEDS
Visitors have non-content related needs from their museum experience.

6

Many of the bridges to this barrier 
are out of the control of an exhibition 
team. They relate to visitors’ holistic 
museum experiences, and thus require 
the efforts of staff across the museum. 
Collaboration is key when it comes 
to building these bridges. Work with 
guest services, facilities, and staff who 
are on the floor with visitors everyday 
to understand what other needs visitors 
have at your museum and implement 
bridges to address them. 
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ADDITIONAL BRIDGES

DIRECT ROUTE Design exhibition layouts in ways that 
provide clear, relatively frequent paths out of the 
exhibition if visitors need to leave. Avoid “mazes” or long, 
forced marches that will frustrate visitors who need to 
leave the exhibition to attend to other needs, even if only 
for a few minutes.

DINO DASH Visitors should be able to access, or at 
least see, familiar content such as dinosaurs or modern 
megafauna from the start of the exhibition, as that is what 
they are typically most interested in seeing. Otherwise 
they will skip past less familiar topics such as early life 
entirely to get to them. Include less familiar topics around 
or after the popular content so that visitors will be more 
likely to engage with it after they have satisfied their 
primary interest.

WAYFINDING Clear, accessible wayfinding goes a long way 
in helping visitors locate the amenities they need.

“WOW” THEM Create “wow” moments — both in-person 
and for photo ops. These might be visually interesting, 
large-scale, iconic, or immersive experiences. Whatever 
they may be, memorable moments will give visitors 
positive lasting impressions of their museum experience.

WHERE IS...? Museum maps are an important tool 
for visitors to get around; however they can often be 
challenging to read. The large size and winding layout 
of many museums can make it hard to streamline maps, 
but it is important. Make maps as simple as possible and 
provide directions to basic amenities like restrooms or 
popular exhibits to help visitors navigate more easily and 
independently. For an idea of what to include, ask floor 
staff and volunteers what direction questions they get 
asked the most - there will probably be some common ones 
that maps can help visitors answer for themselves. 

FIRST CLICK A visit begins when someone decides to go 
to a museum. Nowadays, the website is likely their first 
interaction with the museum as they use it to lookup basic 
information like when the museum is open, how much 
it costs, where it’s located, and what’s on exhibit. The 
website should make it easy for visitors to access this basic 
information and streamline the process of them getting 
into the exhibits they want to see. 

ACCESS & INCLUSION Accessibility is an essential 
component for promoting learning and connection among 
all visitors. There are a wealth of resources on accessible 
design practices that can be consulted and incorporated 
into evolution and ecology exhibitions, including the 
Smithsonian’s Guidelines for Accessible Exhibition Design 
(great for designers, developers, and writers) and the 
Museum of Science, Boston’s Universal Design for Museum 
Learning Experiences (great for designers).

TAKE A SEAT Provide places for visitors to rest. Particularly 
in long, “walk through time” exhibitions, visitors can grow 
tired and seating provides a chance to rest and re-energize. 
It can also be a helpful place to address other basic but 
immediate needs visitors may have, such as grabbing 
something out of a bag or comforting an upset child. 

PHOTO OP Popular exhibits like dinosaurs and dioramas 
are likely photo ops for visitors. Consider how you can 
make the most of this common interaction, either as a 
marketing tool through visitors’ tagged posts to social 
media or as a learning tool through
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THROUGH EXHIBITION PROCESS
The creation of exhibitions typically follows a standard process: 

This section lays out opportunities to build bridges across the exhibition process to suggest how to build bridges at different 
phases and when certain bridges should be built.

PART II BUILDING BRIDGES

FRONT END EVALUATION & RESEARCH

 • Determine the level of background 
knowledge visitors have about the topic, 
as well as how they think and talk about it.

 • Determine how visitors understand the 
exhibition topic. 

 • Talk to visitors about the interests and 
questions that they have.

 • Find out what issues audiences are facing 
and consider how science can help them 
make sense of or address those issues. 

Conceptual 
Development

CONCEPT DEVELOPMENT

 • Facilitate conversations between team 
members to ensure that the content is 
presented in a way that balances the 
interests of all team members and the 
museum visitors.

 • Focus visitor goals on sparking interest 
in the topic and providing connections 
that make evolution and ecology matter 
to visitors, whatever their background is. 
These goals are not only more attainable, 
but will better serve visitors’ needs.

 • Begin with challenging information and 
use evaluation to tailor content to an 
ideal level and context for visitors. 

 • Relevance is contextual, therefore, it is 
important to create multiple points of 
relevancy for different audiences. 

 • Organize content in familiar frameworks 
that visitors can readily navigate. 

 • Research educational and 
communication strategies for the topic. 
Determine what cognitive biases might 
arise as visitors engage with the specific 
exhibition content. 

 • Get to know your visitors’ experiences 
in the museum building such as 
common routes they take, needs they 
have, or persistent logistical challenges.

 • Interpretation should focus on 
presenting the information in ways that 
avoid triggering biases or help visitors 
work through them. 

 • Colloquial ways members of the team 
describe something can provide great 
linguistic or visual metaphors to explain 
concepts to non-experts.

 • Provide opportunities for visitor 
and/or community participation 
in the interpretation of content (not 
necessarily to compete with scientific 
interpretations, but to show how 
evolutionary/ecological principles and 
issues relate to different communities). 
This gives visitors a stake in the 
content, as their own perspectives are 
represented. It may even open a door 
into the content for other visitors who 
otherwise felt excluded.

Design 
Development

Schematic
Design
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EXPERIENCE DEVELOPMENT

 • Keep evaluating! 
 • Designers should take time to brush 

up on exhibition content, including 
education and communication practices 
that provide strategies for maximizing the 
potential of the experience. 

 • Make sure language and phrasing can be 
understood by the majority of visitors, 
from kids to adults, who have minimal 
experience with science. This involves 
eliminating jargon as much as possible 
and keeping text brief and well organized.

 • Interpretation should focus on presenting 
the information in ways that avoid 
triggering the biases or help visitors work 
through them. 

 • Developers/writers and designers should 
work together to layout content. If 
edits are made, it is essential that the 
interpretation team is part of the decision 
making so that the narrative remains clear. 

MATERIAL SELECTION

 • “Walk the talk” by using sustainable 
materials to build exhibits. 

 • Use labels and signage to inform visitors 
that you are making sustainable 
building choices. Taking these actions 
shows visitors that they can be done, and 
supports your messaging that visitors 
should do them.

Design 
Development

Bids, Fabrication,
and Installation

Opening

 • Panel layouts and positions in the 
exhibition should be evaluated to ensure 
that they are integrated and clearly 
present the content.

 • Design your exhibition so that it can be 
updated with new scientific research.  

 • To keep exhibitions concise in order 
to support the majority of visitors’ 
experiences, consider museum websites, 
blogs, or other spaces to share more 
information for interested visitors. 

 • Visitors should have opportunities to 
interact with scientists.

 • Include props and visual elements that 
educators can use as a conversation or 
demonstration pieces.

 • Build exhibitions in ways that allow 
visitors to easily access amenities such 
as restrooms or eateries.
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THROUGH EXHIBITION TEAMS
Exhibition teams vary by institution, but there are key roles that must be undertaken for every exhibition. This section 
divides the process of building bridges by these roles, suggesting what individuals in each position can do. Depending on the 
size and scope of your institution you may fill more than one of these roles.

 • Research should include educational 
and communication strategies for the 
exhibition topic. Determine what cognitive 
biases might arise as visitors engage 
with the specific exhibition content. By 
understanding how people think about 
something, you can develop communication 
methods that deliver the information in a 
way that will reach visitors more effectively.

 • Focus visitor goals on sparking interest 
in the topic and providing connections 
that make evolution and ecology matter to 
visitors, whatever their background is. These 
goals are not only more attainable, but will 
better serve visitors’ needs.

 • Relevance is contextual, depending on what 
circumstances visitors can connect to. It 
is important to create multiple points of 
relevancy for different audiences.  

 • Organize content in familiar frameworks 
that visitors can readily navigate. 

 • Present the information in ways that avoid 
triggering cognitive biases or help visitors 
work through them.

 • Listen for the colloquial ways members of 
the team describe something. These can 
provide great linguistic or visual metaphors 
to help explain concepts to non-experts. 

 • Provide opportunities for visitor and/
or community participation in the 
interpretation of content.

 • Sometimes, topics are just too complicated 
for exhibitions. When you reach one of 
these boundaries, consider the support 
you can provide to other learning 
contexts (biology class field trips, educator 
demonstrations, etc.) within your space.

 • Talk to visitors about their interests and 
questions. Answering these questions will 
appeal to visitors’ existing curiosities.

 • All interpretations should be made with 
visitor needs in mind. These choices 
should be supported by communication 
and cognitive science, including visitor 
evaluation. Engaging with visitors and 
visitor research as a curator/researcher 
gives you the knowledge and support to 
make informed interpretive decisions that 
will effectively communicate content..

 • There can be a lot to say about a topic, 
and spending a lot of time researching 
things often leads to a lot of excitement 
about sharing that information. To keep 
exhibitions concise in order to support the 
majority of visitors’ experiences, consider 
museum websites, blogs, or other spaces 
where you can share more information for 
interested visitors. 

 • Visitors should have opportunities to 
interact with scientists. These experiences 
can go along way in helping them see 
scientists as people like them.

 • Make sure language and phrasing can be 
understood by the majority of visitors, from 
kids to adults, who have minimal experience 
with science. This involves eliminating 
jargon as much as possible and keeping 
text brief and well organized.

 • Work with graphic designers to layout 
content. If edits are made, be part of the 
decision making so that the narrative 
remains clear. 
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 • Determine the level of background 
knowledge visitors have about the topic, as 
well as how they think and talk about it, so 
that content can be tailored accordingly.

 • Determine how visitors understand the 
exhibition topic. This will help show what 
understandings visitors are coming into 
the exhibition with that will affect how 
they make sense of the content.

 • Begin with challenging information and use 
evaluation to tailor it to an ideal level and 
context for visitors.

 • Find out what issues audiences are facing. 
The exhibition should show how science 
can help them make sense of or address 
those issues. 

 • Graphics are an important part of an 
exhibitions’ interpretive technique. Graphic 
panel layouts and positions in the 
exhibition should be evaluated to ensure 
that they are integrated and clearly present 
the content.

 • Take time to brush up on exhibition 
content. Part of design for exhibitions is 
interpreting information into experiences. 
While this is done in conjunction with 
content experts and interpreters, a thorough 
grasp of content ensures that information 
is communicated accurately through 
design and provides a wide landscape 
of opportunities from which to draw 
experience ideas. Engaging with content 
also includes education and communication 
practices that provide strategies for 
maximizing the potential of the experience. 

 • Work with writers to layout content. 
If edits are made, it is essential that the 
interpretation team is part of the decision 
making so that the narrative remains clear. 

 • Take time to brush up on exhibition 
content. Part of design for exhibitions is 
interpreting information into experiences. 
While this is done in conjunction with 
content experts and interpreters, a thorough 
grasp of content ensures that information 
is communicated accurately through 
design and provides a wide landscape 
of opportunities from which to draw 
experience ideas. Engaging with content 
also includes education and communication 
practices that provide strategies for 
maximizing the potential of the experience. 

 • Design your exhibition so that it can be 
updated with new scientific research. 
Showing science as a growing and changing 
body of knowledge reminds visitors that 
there is always more to discover. Digital 
labels can be a great way to do this.

 • Educators provide some of the most 
compelling learning experiences because 
they are able to intuitively tailor messages to 
visitors’ interests and experiences.

 •  Include props and visual elements that 
educators can use as a conversation or 
demonstration pieces in these interactions.
 • Get to know your visitors’ experiences in 

the museum building such as common 
routes they take, needs they have, or 
persistent logistical challenges.

 • Make sure that volunteer guides are easily 
navigable for non-experts in a similar way 
as the exhibition is for visitors. Volunteers 
have experience talking with visitors, 
but not always in the specific topic of an 
exhibition, so it is important to help them be 
equipped to navigate and translate content.

 • “Walk the talk” by using sustainable 
materials to build exhibits. Use labels and 
signage to inform visitors that you are 
making sustainable building choices. 
Taking these actions shows visitors that 
they can be done, and supports your 
messaging that visitors should do them.

 • Facilitate conversations between team 
members. Debates are part of the process 
of creating exhibitions and help ensure 
that the content is presented in a way that 
balances the interests of all team members 
and the museum visitors.  
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