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■ Interpretive exhibit at the Chesapeake Bay Maritime Museum in St. Michaels, Maryland.
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Understanding the Basics


Definition of Interpretation

Although interpretation has been around since people began communicating, it wasn’t until the 21st century that the National Association for Interpretation defined the term.


Interpretation is a mission-based communication process that forges emotional and intellectual connections between the interests of the audience and the meanings inherent in the resource.



Interpretation can be personal, in which case an interpreter communicates a message directly to the public by taking visitors on a guided tour, presenting a campfire program, or chatting informally with a group on the deck of a cruise ship. Personal interpretation can take place in any setting on any subject, but requires a person to deliver a message. It is sometimes referred to as “active” interpretation.

Interpretation can also be nonpersonal, using other media such as publications, exhibits, signs, sculptures, food service, or sales items to communicate the message. Nonpersonal interpretation, by definition, does not require an interpreter to be present to deliver a message. This type of interpretation is sometimes referred to as “passive” interpretation.
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■ Freeman Tilden is considered by many to be the father of interpretation.
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Principles of Interpretation

Freeman Tilden is often called the “father of interpretation.” Ironically, Tilden was not an interpreter, but a journalist and playwright. In the 1950s, the National Park Service asked Tilden to examine the interface between park rangers and the public. He visited a number of national parks and studied the communication skills of park rangers to define what created the most successful interactions with the public. In his 1957 book, Interpreting Our Heritage, Tilden characterized interpretation as “an educational process” that adhered to six specific principles:


	Relate what is being displayed or described to something within the personality or experience of the visitor.

	Information, as such, is not interpretation. Interpretation is revelation based upon information. But they are entirely different things. However, all interpretation includes information.

	Interpretation is an art, which combines many arts, whether the materials presented are scientific, historical, or architectural. Any art is in some degree teachable.

	The chief aim of interpretation is not instruction, but provocation.

	Interpretation should aim to present a whole rather than a part, and should address itself to the whole man rather than any phase.

	Interpretation addressed to children should not be a dilution of the presentation to adults, but should follow a fundamentally different approach.



Essentially, Tilden’s principles suggest that interpretation is a specialized form of persuasive communication that must be responsive to specific audiences. Tilden’s focus was primarily on personal interpretation, but the principles he identified can also be applied to nonpersonal media.

Tilden wasn’t the first to suggest that interpretation is a specialized form of communication with specific aims. Enos Mills, a prolific nature writer and guide who started the first nature guiding school near Rocky Mountain National Park near Estes Park, Colorado, noted that the aim of interpretation is to illuminate big ideas. His work preceded Tilden’s but did not have the benefit of promotion by the National Park Service. Still, his Adventures of a Nature Guide contains many of the concepts that were later articulated by Tilden’s books on the subject.

Forty years after Tilden published Interpreting Our Heritage, Ted Cable and Larry Beck updated his principles and added nine more when they wrote Interpretation for the 21st Century to address changes brought about by new technology and management techniques. Of specific interest when discussing non-personal interpretation, Cable and Beck suggested that:


	High technology must be used with foresight and care.

	Interpreters must concern themselves with the quantity and quality of information presented.

	Interpretive writing should address what readers would like to know, with the authority of wisdom and the humility and care that comes with it.






Definition of Design

As discussed in Lisa Brochu’s book Interpretive Planning, the term “design” can be used as either a verb or a noun. It is both the act of determining materials, sizes, colors, dimensions, and layout of an interpretive product, and the documented representation or result of that action. In the context of interpretation, design gives form to a planned product, whether that product is an exhibit, a publication, a website, a sign, or some other type of nonpersonal media.

Design is a specialty within the interpretive profession, like planning or program delivery. A well-trained graphic designer has a specific skill set that allows him or her to arrange the elements of design (color, type style, texture, etc.) using principles of repetition, gradation, contrast, proportion, and harmony to create products that communicate a specific message through visual composition. An exhibit designer also has an understanding of industrial or mechanical design with the ability to add three-dimensional elements to the mix. A designer may or may not be an illustrator or artist in the traditional sense, but he or she must have a sense of artistry to develop a product that achieves its stated purpose. (We’ll talk more about these specific skill sets in Chapter 4, “Elements of Design.”)




Convergence of Interpretation and Design

In a field where many interpretive sites cannot afford on-staff designers or even the fees of occasional freelance designers, the job of producing nonpersonal interpretive media frequently falls to an interpreter with little or no design training. While frontline interpreters usually go through a thorough and systematic process to develop thematic first-person programs, the decision-making processes reflected in many nonpersonal interpretive pieces often get left to computer defaults or what can be produced by hand, sometimes resulting in amateurish, unprofessional products that reflect poorly on the agency or organization.

Since a visitor may have more exposure to nonpersonal media than to an interpreter, the quality of interpretive products must be exceptional to ensure that the desired message is being delivered. In fact, websites and promotional brochures can be even more important than the interpretive programming, as they are often the first contact the public has with a site and serve as the decision point for visitors to determine whether they want to visit the site or participate in a program.

Every time a decision is made in the process of creating nonpersonal interpretive media—from typefaces and colors to the type of media that best suits a project’s purposes—this question must be answered: How does this decision support the overall message?




Effectiveness of Nonpersonal Media

The National Park Service (NPS) suggests that in national parks, 62 percent of visitors have contact with nonpersonal media, while only 22 percent have contact with a live interpreter. There is no question that personal interpretation is usually the more effective means of communication, since the interpreter can adapt to individual backgrounds, knowledge levels, and interests of his or her audience, but the NPS statistics (which appear to be similar to those of other interpretive venues) indicate that the burden on nonpersonal media to communicate effectively is substantial.

Many studies have been done to test the effectiveness of design and text on “stop and stay” power. In other words, does the look or feel of the exhibit, sign, publication, or website encourage longer periods of engagement? The assumption behind many of these studies is that if people are more engaged with the medium and are therefore paying more attention to it by staying longer, they are more likely to understand the information being presented and therefore have a greater chance of connecting emotionally and intellectually with the resource. Certainly, if a visitor spends fewer than 10 seconds at a sign (which many studies indicate is the norm), there is little hope that they are seeing or reading more than the title and perhaps getting a vague impression of any images that appear on the sign. At the Peabody Natural History Museum at Yale University, studies indicate that visitors read only about 10 percent of exhibits. Do these studies mean that signs and exhibits and other nonpersonal media are ineffective? Probably not. However, they do mean that planners must work harder to understand what they are trying to achieve with these media selections and designers need to be aware of the challenge in getting visitors to stop, read, look at, interact with, and think about what the media are trying to communicate.

Fewer studies exist on whether the messages delivered through nonpersonal media make any lasting impression on the visitor, which is the real test of effectiveness. However, Sam Ham, author of Environmental Interpretation, makes a strong case that people remember themes, not facts. Armed with this knowledge, the planner and designer who work together to create media that communicate a strong theme may be more successful in the long term than those who simply figure out how to display facts and artifacts attractively.
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■ An exhibit at the Monterey Bay Aquarium delivers a strong thematic message in its title, supported by graphics, text, and interactive elements.
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Planning the Message


Interpretive Planning

Interpretive planning is the decision-making process that blends management needs and resource considerations with visitor desire and ability to pay to determine the most effective way to communicate the message to targeted markets, according to Lisa Brochu in Interpretive Planning. Ideally, an interpretive plan will be developed for an interpretive site (museum, aquarium, park, etc.) that includes the mix of interpretive products and services that will be used to deliver the messages at that site (programs, exhibits, publications, signs, etc.). This plan is different from a site publication plan or design guidelines document (discussed in Chapter 6, which gives more specific direction on design decisions related to specific types of media). The interpretive plan should also outline design considerations so that the designer can proceed with development of specified products as funding and time allow. If such a plan does not exist, each product should still be planned before design proceeds so that it has the best possible chance of success. The remainder of this chapter focuses on the elements that should be considered in planning a product.




Understanding the Audience

Each interpretive product (exhibit, publication, sign, website, or other media) can be targeted to a specific audience. When asked what the intended audience is for a piece, “general public” seems like the easy answer, but the problems caused by this vague description are almost insurmountable in the design process. A piece with a focused message and clearly defined audience, on the other hand, is well on its way to being successful before the first sketch is drawn.

Knowing your audience is the best way to make the piece relevant and create emotional connections. Design features that might appeal to young audiences, such as cartoon characters or especially large and colorful type for early readers, would not necessarily be appropriate for an audience composed primarily of researchers.


■ An audience/design matrix helps you develop messages and design choices.




	Audience Segment
	Characteristics
	Interests/Message
	Design Implication





	Children Under 12
	Early readers; short attention span; attracted to bright colors; strong sense of family
	Animals/leave baby birds on the ground
	Simple type faces; cartoon features; primary colors



	Teens
	Not much for reading; some sense of social responsibility developing
	Animals/you can volunteer to be a junior keeper
	Graphic novel approach; contrasting colors







When selecting a target market, consider who comes to the site and for whom the message is intended. Not every message is appropriate for every audience. Developing a matrix of audience characteristics and interests may help in determining appropriate messages. Once the audience is clearly identified, another column on the matrix may suggest design characteristics that may appeal to that particular audience and can help spur creativity in the further development of the product.

You can evaluate your audience through surveys, membership information (if yours is a member organization), or simply by careful analysis of who walks through your site’s doors. If a specific program is geared toward a specific demographic or interest area (such as middle-aged bird lovers or Civil War enthusiasts), let your design decisions reflect that specificity. If your audience is defined by the function of your project, that also becomes a major influence in your decisions. For instance, a brochure placed in a hotel lobby brochure rack will help you identify tourists as your audience, while a direct mail piece lets you know that local residents are your audience. Thinking about how to make these pieces relevant to their specific targets can be challenging, but will yield better results than a general approach that hopes to capture everyone’s interest.

When you have identified who is included in your target audience, try to view your project from their point of view instead of your own. What about your site is of most interest to them? What is of least interest? What about your site might surprise a tourist from the other side of the country? What might surprise a local? What would entice the parent of a 10-year-old to bring her child to a program? What is of interest to senior citizens at your site? The more specific you can be with the answers to these questions, the further along you are in the process, even before you begin thinking about layout and design.
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■ Understanding the audience affects design decisions, as with this interactive exhibit for children at the Monterey Bay Aquarium.
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Establishing a Purpose

The definition of interpretation establishes that interpretation is mission based, helping to support the purpose of the agency or organization. A designer must therefore understand the mission of the organization to ensure that the visual style and physical attributes of interpretive media convey an appropriate message. For example, if an organization’s mission relates to environmental stewardship, using materials that cannot be recycled
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Resource Implications





Developing a Thematic Story









	
	Subtheme A
	Subtheme B
	Subtheme C





	Birders
	Exhibit on birdsongs at visitor center
	
	Trail sign 1



	Hikers
	
	Trail sign 2
	



	Boaters
	
	
	Wayside exhibit at boat dock



	Picnickers
	Signs at pavilion
	
	



	Campers
	
	Wayside exhibit at amphitheater
	Trail sign 3












Central Theme of Site
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Theme of Stroh/Dickens Barn Exhibits






Subtheme 1)











Subtheme 2)











Subtheme 3)
















Choosing a Medium





Interpretive Writing
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Cut the word count.







Avoid jargon.





Keep it simple.
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Watch your language.





Follow rules of grammar.





Do some testing with potential audience members to determine whether your message is clear.





Don’t date yourself.
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Copyediting
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