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Fading Disc Fading Dot 
Post-Redesign Evaluation 
 
Study Goals 
After an exhibit has been renovated, redesigned, or refurbished in preparation for the 
Exploratorium’s move from the Palace of Fine Arts to Pier 15, an interview and observation 
study is conducted. The purpose of the study is to identify any major issues that would 
require immediate attention prior to the move. This collection of redesign evaluations will 
serve as a baseline of information for the Exploratorium’s new exhibit set at Pier 15.  
 
General goals:  

• To confirm that visitors are able to access and use the exhibit  
• To confirm that visitors can build a basic understanding of the exhibit’s content 
• To uncover visitors’ frustrations and confusions 
• To understand whether visitors move on from an exhibit for intrinsic or extrinsic 

reasons 

   
Exhibit Description 
FADING DISK shows the effect of fatigue on 
your visual system. A screen contains a green 
background with a fuzzy-edged red spot in the 
middle. When you stare at the dot, it begins to 
fade. 
 
For many people, the dot fades completely 
away; for others a vague yellow smudge 
replaces it, and for others the background 
fades as well. The visual receptors in the eye 
need a changing stimulus. This is usually 
provided by sharp borders being moved by the 
jitter of the eyeball. Because this dot doesn't 
have sharp borders, the eye has nothing to 
focus on and the image fades. 
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Methods 
Uncued observations and interviews were conducted. A researcher randomly selected 
visitors who crossed an imaginary line on the floor that stopped facing the exhibit with two 
feet planted and either looked at or touched the exhibit for approximately 15 or more 
seconds. 
 
Uncued visitors do not know they are part of the study until after they finish using the 
exhibit so their behavior can be considered representative of normal use patterns. This 
means that some of the visitors in this study may have used the exhibit only briefly. 
 
Visitors were approached after they left the exhibit and asked if they would be willing to 
participate in a 7-question interview about their experience at the exhibit. 
 
 

Demographics 
 

Gender 
Count 

(N=10) 
M 5 
F 5 

 

ESL 
Count 

(N=10) 
N 7 
Y 3 

 

Estimated 
Age 

Count 
(N=10) 

8-12 0 
13-17 0 
18-20s 2 

30s 2 
40s 2 
50s 2 
60+ 2 

 

Group Composition 
Count 

(N=10) 
Adults-only 8 
Adults with children 1 
Adults w/ teens 0 
Adults w/ teens and 
children 

1 
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Findings 
Holding Time 

This is the time the visitor spent using or otherwise engaged with this exhibit. The amount of 
time a visitor spends at an exhibit is influenced by many factors and can indicate level of 
engagement or interest, but not as a measure on its own. 
 

Time at 
exhibit 

mm:ss 
(N=10) 

Mean 0:47 
Median 0:41 

Min 0:23 
Max 1:41 

 
 
Visitor Interest 

Visitors were asked about their interest in the exhibit and why they rated from “not 
interesting” to “very interesting” (1 – 7).  
 

Interest level 
Count 

(N=10) 
High Interest (6-7) 1 
Moderate Interest (4-5) 7 
Low Interest (1-3) 2 

 
Visitor responses: 

High Interest (6-7) 

• I just think it's interesting. [In what ways?] There's an article in the "Atlantic 
Monthly" about camouflage. It's similar to this. [In what ways is that similar to this 
exhibit?] They're (the military) trying to find out the way people perceive things and 
shapes so they can make things that people can't see. [So can you say a bit more why 
you picked a "very interesting" for this exhibit?] This is the things they (the military) 
are experimenting with. They are doing this kind of thing, to make something that 
Just noticing the colors [Anything else?] Just was interactive. 

Moderate Interest (4-5) 

• I've seen it before so I know what it was about, but it's still interesting and amazing 
to see. [You said it is still interesting and amazing to see. Can you say more about 
that?] It’s always interesting to see the things that you don't always get to see. It's 
always surprising, let me put it that way. 

• I didn’t know the information that was given, that the brain decides if something 
doesn't have edges, it can't be real, so it disappears. [Tell me why you pick a 5?] 
Well I thought it's interesting, but there are things that are more interesting so I 
didn't pick a 7. [So you think it's an interesting 5 because...] Because I've learned 
something new. I didn't know that the brain decides what you see.   

• I thought it was really cool because it (the dot) did disappear. 
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• Because I think it's an interesting concept but when I stared at it, the dot didn't 
disappear. But when you looked at the edge, it seemed like it was more elusive. But 
it was not very easy to do (see the dot fade). Maybe I was not standing still enough. 

• It's fun to do, but not the most fun in here. 
• It took me a while to make it work and I had to try like several times, but once I got 

it right it did just what it says, but it didn't immediately make itself known to me. 
[Anything else?] I don't like green (laughs). 

• Because I expected that the dot should disappear but I continued to see the dot. I 
don't know if I was doing something wrong. 

Low Interest (1-3) 

• Cos it says it's going to fade but it didn't, at least for me. [Anything else?] No, I 
thought it was going to do what it says but it didn't. 

• Because the dot didn't disappear for me. [Anything else?] No, it's cool to stare at but 
it didn't disappear. 

 
Visitor Frustration or Confusion 

Visitors were asked to tell us if there was anything confusing or frustrating, what the source 
of the frustration was, and whether or not it made them want to leave the exhibit and move 
on to another one. 
 

Source of visitor frustration or confusion* 
Count 

(N=10) 
# that wanted to 
move on 

Nothing frustrating or confusing 9 -- 
Dot didn’t fade away 1 1 

 
 

Visitor Understanding 

Visitors were asked what they think the exhibit was about with the goal to determine 
whether or not they have a basic understanding of the concepts presented and to identify 
possible areas of misunderstanding. We acknowledge that this study has a small sample size 
and that these findings illustrate trends and may not be representative.  
 
It appears that visitors DO have a basic understanding of concepts 
presented. 

X 

It appears that visitors DO NOT have a basic understanding of concepts 
presented. 
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Understanding – Visitor responses: 

• It's about illusion. [Tell me more?] I'm a teacher and sometimes I teach students how 
they see things that are like, illusions, so it's about how you look at things. It's to do 
with prejudice. [So you think it's about…?] Observation and observing things. 

• It was about the way your mind perceives things that you see. [Say more?] Just that 
you don't actually see. The fact about seeing is that your eyes send electrical 
impulses to your brain and create what is it that your brain sees. [So the exhibit was 
about..] That (exhibit) shows that, because images don't change but what we see 
changes. That's all happened in your brain.   

• It was about how your brain interprets sights. 
• It was about looking at different images and different colors, and how your sight 

(visual system) could see different things. 
• I'd say it was about how our eyes work. [Say more?] How our eyes play tricks on us. 
• It was about perception of edges. [Say more?] Edges and I guess, colors. 
• It's about vision, about looking at an object, something that's not very distinct, a 

little fussy, and if you are very still, because your eyes need a reference point and 
there isn't one, it just fades in the background. 

• I read the label and it talks about how your eyes focus on the edges, so I think it's 
about your eyes and how they focus. 

• It's about your mind perceiving the light, and how we see, so it's fun to learn more 
about that. 

• It was about how your visual system doesn't necessarily see what's there, how it's 
your brain that interprets things so that tit makes sense to it, not necessarily what it 
is there. 

 
 
Visitor Reasoning for Leaving the Exhibit 

The goal of this question is to explore how open or closed-ended the exhibit seems to be for 
the visitor. Visitors tend to leave exhibits for intrinsic reasons, such as feeling bored, or 
finished with the experience, or for extrinsic reasons, like having to go to lunch or being 
distracted by another exhibit. Leaving for intrinsic reasons could suggest a more close-ended 
exhibit experience.  

 

Reasons for moving on to 
the next exhibit  

Count 
(N=10) 

Intrinsic 4 
Extrinsic 2 
Both 4 
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Visitor responses: 

Intrinsic Reasons (n = 4) 

• I saw it, I read the explanation, so that's it. So I move on. It's one exhibit at a time, 
you see. 

• When you've experienced it. It's like I'm done. 
• ‘Cos it wasn't working for me (laughs). 
• Just when I've finished the experiment. [Can you tell me what you mean by that, that 

you've finished?] When I saw the dot fade. 

Extrinsic Reasons (n = 2) 

• Just random walking around. 

• I was on my way to the restroom, and some water, since the drinks are very 
expensive here, so I'm trying to find something that's free. fade. 

Both Reasons (n = 4) 

• Our children that are dragging us from one place to another. [Anything else?] I think 
once you've done it, you kind of read it, and you did it again, it was kind of done. 

• I think it's not as interesting as the other ones (exhibits). [Anything else?] Not really. 
Just kind of moving from place to place. 

• Well, I tried it 6 or 7 times. That was enough. I have to move on, you have lots of 
stuff here.  

• I've done what I was supposed to do, and there were other people who want to see 
it. Also, once I've seen what I was supposed to see, I was ready to move on. 

 
 

Conclusions 
 
Based on this small sample, we conclude that this exhibit does not require immediate 
remediation. This evaluation did not identify sufficient impediments to visitor use, 
engagement or basic understanding. 
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APPENDIX: Graphic Panel 
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fading dot
Without edges, things can disappear.

¬    Stand back a few feet and stare steadily at the blue dot.  
It will gradually fade away—and may even disappear 
completely. 

What’s going on?

Edges are extremely important to vision. Constant tiny jittering 
movements in your eyes help you distinguish objects by continually 
“reminding” your visual system about the object’s edges. 

But this blue dot has a fuzzy edge: it blends gradually into the 
green background. This fuzziness makes it hard for your visual 
system to see the dot as a separate object. Your visual system 
decides that the dot isn’t really there, and starts to see the whole 
screen as one color. 

HINT: For some people, the dot fades faster if they stare at the edge  
of the green disk. Remember to keep your head and eyes very still.

6014_L1_FadingDot_MainLabel_ (14.25” x 14.25”) .5” rounded corners


