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Interpretation in natural history museums is generally conservative with methods
of collections interpretation barely changed since the first natural history
museums were founded. For all the changes undertaken by museums in the last
20 years, sector leaders such as the American Museum of Natural History, the
Natural History Museum, London, the National Museum, Prague, Museum für
Naturkunde, Berlin and the Muséum national d’Histoire naturelle, Paris still
operate by connecting objects with facts about their biology. The recent relocation
of the Grant Museum of Zoology at University College London
sciences and museum practice. Visitor responses are recorded and used as the
basis to plan future work.

The paper explores how this form of engagement with visitors might allow
natural history museums to add to established methods of interpretation, and � in
a form of co-production with their visitors � challenge attitudes to scientific
knowledge and its development. Thus, the way natural history museums function
as sources of knowledge for the public and the ‘front line’ of biological
engagement is potentially changed, based on the responses of museum visitors.

http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/09647775.2012.754630


One of the many advantages of the new museum premises was the increase in

space to display objects. In the previous location the displays had the air of a

Victorian cabinet of curiosity, a dense and imposing cornucopia of objects crammed

into a small space. Museum staff were keen to maintain something of this

atmosphere, as visitors had repeatedly commented that this was how a natural

history museum should be. But one major downside to such a condensed display was

that there was almost no room for interpretation beyond the main taxonomic

narrative. Only a handful of cases touched on the history of the collection,

biodiversity and a spotlight on extinct and endangered animals.



Gardom, and Booth 2006). For example, until 2000, the Grant Museum had no

written interpretation beyond individual object labels with the binomial name of the

specimen and taxonomy giving little information to visitors who were not well versed

in taxonomy.

Even so the dominant layering systems in natural history museums follow

scientific classification models with the top layer of interpretation defining a

discipline (zoology, palaeontology, mineralogy), a middle grouping layer (fish,

reptiles, carbon-based minerals) and a lower level highlighting the lowest units

that make up those groups (a carp, a plesiosaur, graphite).

The majority of the systems will be arranged either by biological classification in



Given that in a typical museum visit, a museum visitor will read and take in only

a handful of museum labels (Serrell 1996, 125), it seems slightly absurd that visitors

will come away from visiting a natural history museum with, at best, the

accumulation of a scattering of disconnected facts typical of object-level interpreta-

tion. This is particularly incongruous with natural history given that there are a wide

range of important and interesting topics which, as outward-facing scientific

institutions, they are uniquely placed to address.
On a macro level, such topics might include the history of the Earth, evolution,

extinction, the human impact on the natural world, the ethics of collection,

biological conservation, climate change, science in society and the promotion of

science education. From a more personal perspective, topics could include humans as
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students, ‘art history mode’ for visiting art classes or ‘animal love mode’ for a

Valentine’s day event. The idea was that smart labels could cater to our different

audiences without resorting to endlessly rewriting interpretation.

Coincidentally, at the same time as we were discussing smart labels, colleagues

from Brunel University, Edinburgh College of Art, University of Dundee, University

of Salford and UCL had just launched a project called Tales of Things (2010). The

idea behind Tales of Things is that objects of all kinds can be tagged with QR codes,

by anyone, and that anyone scanning that code can attach their own tale to that

object (talesofthings.com). Tales of Things had just been launched and was being
used in Oxfam stores, allowing users to leave their memories with things they

donated. There seemed to be obvious applications in museums; not only would a QR

code permit multiple narratives for objects but it would enable the introduction of

text content longer than a 30-word label, for people who wanted a greater depth of

interpretation.

Tales of Things also had the advantage that anyone (with a smart phone or

Internet access) could add their tales to objects, creating visitor-generated

interpretation. When used in a context where personal opinions and reflections are

appropriate, it provided a seemingly straightforward way for anybody to add their

voice to an object. Crucially for us, it provided a way to avoid the pitfalls of the

aforementioned community projects � where selected voices were taken to represent a



The museum team was initially sceptical that visitors would generate content that

would be interesting to others. Interpretation in the Grant goes through a fact-

checking process before installation. Opening up object-specific content generation

to visitors would make this impossible. It was anticipated that the majority of visitor
contributions would be personal stories � recollections and opinions � rather than

attempts to add factual content. In these respects, we felt that this process was

unlikely to meet our first aim.

Visitors’ contributions to object interpretation do have the potential to help

realise our other two aims, but in order to do so, the contributions would have to be

of sufficient general interest.

http://www.qrator.org


novelty. This has been demonstrated by recent interactives at exhibitions at the

Natural History Museum, such as a skidoo game as part of the Ice Station Antarctica

exhibition and the interactive gallery in the Darwin Centre Phase 2 (Carnall and

Cook 2010). With QRator, however, the interactives were genuinely enabling a level

of interpretation that could not otherwise be achieved.

Another of our concerns was that the mere presence of technology in the context

of the very ‘Victorian’ museum would upset visitors familiar with the old museum. It

could be seen as ‘dumbing down’, taking the focus away from the specimens and

detracting from the special atmosphere that kept visitors coming back. Indeed, the

most common comment visitors made on hearing that the museum was moving was

‘Please don’t change’, normally with reference to a perceived trend of moving from

object-dense galleries to minimalist sterile ‘white cube’ galleries.

Even though we wanted to change the way the museum operated, we were aware

that we would be challenging preconceived expectations of a natural history

museum. We wondered whether visitors would resent being asked questions in an

environment which normally only presents answers.

The QRator project sought to explore the appropriate means of mediating the

museum experience � space, object, narrative, users � via a handheld mobile device.

The project team (museum staff and academics and developers from CASA and

http://www.qrator.org/past-questions/


(1) Is finding a cure for the common cold more important than protecting

Tasmanian devils from a contagious cancer which could see them extinct in

20 years?

(2) What makes an animal British?
(3) Do animals in zoos have any value for conservation?

(4) How do we balance the needs of our specimens and the desires of our

visitors?

(5) Should human and animal remains be treated any differently in museums

like this?

(6) Can keeping pets be justified given their impact on wildlife?

(7) Is it ever acceptable for museums to use replicas?

(8) Should science shy away from studying biological differences between races?
(9) Every medicinal drug you have ever taken was tested on animals. Is this a

necessary evil?

(10) What do we mean by platypus?

Each QRator case question has five levels of interpretation designed to make the topic

clear and to communicate to audiences that their opinion is both valid and desired by

the d,isplays. The top level is an eye-catcher to pique curiosity and to introduce the

topic, e.g., Better the Devil? (for Q1 above) or Conserve or Display? (for Q4 above).

The next level is the main question as reproduced above. Next comes the background

information that gives more context on the topic at hand. These are typically twice the

length as a standard Grant Museum label (Figure 4). This element of interpretation

was challenging to write as it needed to very succinctly provide an unbiased grounding

in the question(s) at hand. For example, for the topic Captive or Conserved:

Do animals in zoos have any value for conservation? A major justification for keeping
animals in zoos is that they serve to educate the public about environmental issues. 95% of
animals in zoos aren’t endangered and very few that are are part of European Captive
Breeding Programmes. Can the remaining species act as ambassadors for the rare ones? Do
zoos teach valuable lessons, and increase appreciation and respect for the natural world?

The next level of interpretation is a series of object labels in the physical displays,

further illustrating the questions complementing the iPad content. Obviously, this

content would not be available to audiences interacting exclusively online, so the

other levels of interpretation had to function without being reliant on object labels:

DOLPHIN SKULL

Does a species’ intelligence contribute to its suitability to being confined? Zoos have to



In advance of the opening, the original plan had been to change the questions

every two months. However, based on observations of use, such an intensive rate of

update was judged to be unnecessary as questions remained actively used for the

length of time they were displayed. The first set of questions ended up being live in

the museum for between eight and nine months (and they remain active on the

project website). Over this period, during which there were 9000 visitors to the

museum, around 3000 unique contributions (excluding those post-moderated and

removed by staff) were made in the museum space and remotely via Internet-enabled

phones and computers.

What worked well

Outcome: visitors engaging with issues

The biggest positive outcome is that visitors are genuinely engaging with the

questions that we have asked. Despite the significant opportunities for misuse offered

by a post-moderated free-text anonymous digital text box, a huge number of the

responses do offer opinionated answers to the questions. In total, around a third of

all comments (after moderation) directly attempt to answer the question. Conversa-

tions between visitors in the museum are common, suggesting that visitors are

inspired to share their own experiences, thus co-constructing multiple public

interpretations of museum objects (Figure 5).
A greater number of the comments are extremely well considered. The questions

are designed so that contributing does not require any prior knowledge, and will

Figure 4. Screen grab from ‘Better the Devil’ question on an iPad, showing top-level



often prompt thoughts that visitors may not have considered before, or come to take

a stance on. One of the initial 10 questions � ‘Can pets be justified given their impact

on wildlife?’ � did make it clear that the museum favoured one side of the argument.

In this case the question raised an issue that is very rarely considered, and met with
our aim of raising issues around environmental conservation. This particular

question was also highlighted on a physical voting board, where visitors were asked

to choose either pets or wildlife. Many people said that they chose both, and some

others asked why they had to choose. In reply to such comments, many contributors

made the point that the question was showing that you had to choose one or the

other, as to choose pets was to going to destroy wildlife. It was clear from the

conversations that this was a new issue for many visitors.

Outcome: visitors engaging with the museum and its specimens, off-topic

Some might argue that an average of 33 per cent on-topic comments is a low strike
rate, but we at the Grant Museum do not take this view. First, it means that 33 per

cent of the contributors have read at least one of the associated levels of

interpretation, and we believe any museum interpreter would gladly take a 33 per

cent read-rate.

Figure 5. A visitor using the ‘Join the Conversation’ screen on a QRator iPad. #UCL Grant

Museum/Kirsten Holst.
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Secondly, most of the other comments are significant in one of two ways. Visitors

use the iPads, without instruction, to make comments about the museum in general,

pointing out what they enjoyed about their visit or making other useful comments.

As ‘digital visitor books’ they generate thousands more comments than our paper
versions. This raises the question of whether a digital technology used in this way

promotes an opportunity for visitors to make meaning from their whole museum

experience, rather than engage with the exhibit-specific content and interpret the

exhibitions themselves.

The other major comment group refers to specimens that visitors have seen and

want to reference � often stating what they have learnt � or remark about something



embrace the concept of ‘radical trust’ in the visitor community. The term ‘radical

trust’ has been defined by Fichter (2006) as follows:

Radical trust is about trusting the community. We know that abuse can happen, but we
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To be empowered, do visitors need to understand the changes they have effected,

or is consideration of a new issue, a new perspective, empowerment enough?

Are we exploiting our visitors?

We intend, once the responses are collated, to summarise and publish them, but there

is no clear mechanism for ensuring that the original comment-leavers will come

across the results. We do not collect any data when visitors comment (as such an

interface would be likely to result in a massive drop-off in volume, and remove the

important anonymity), and so have no means to contact them.

Given that many of our visitors will not know that their responses are being used

to make decisions, will they feel that they are being exploited?

Is it impossible to remove biases?

What happens when we disagree?

Cynical exercises in audience consultation can result in feedback that is ignored by

the museums’ decision-makers. With QRator, the data are all publicly available on

the iPads while the question is live, and in perpetuity on qrator.org. However, it is

hard to imagine that a member of the public will take the time to collate the answers

to check whether or not the museum followed the consensus; the system is open but

exploitable. In addition, the museum will need to make the final decisions on some

topics, making it impossible to react to all visitors all of the time. In a simplified

example, if 50 per cent of visitors consider it unacceptable to use replicas in museums

and 50 per cent think replicas are fine, should the museum choose to go with one

group or the other or try to achieve a balance? Is a statistical majority enough, or

does it need to be a significant majority?

How do we interpret the data?

When the responses are collated, they are grouped into top-level categories such as

‘Answering question � yes’, ‘Answering question � no’,, , ‘



The future

In terms of physical outcomes we envisage publishing the feedback to each question
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