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Summary of Findings 

• What did visitors do at the exhibit? 
o Half (6/12) of visitors watched one video; half watched more than one. On 

average, visitors spent 2 minutes and 14 seconds watching videos; they 
watched an average of 1.9 clips. 

o Most (10/12) visitors started by watching the first video (collecting 
plankton from the bay).   

o Some (6/12) went on to watch additional videos, usually going in order 
down the on-screen list; one person watched two videos out of sequence 
(collecting plankton from the bay, then plankton under the microscope).  

o A few visitors (2/12) watched only the segment about plankton under the 
microscope.  

• Who does the work of Living Systems? 
o A few (4/12) visitors knew that the woman in the video, Karli, worked at 

the Exploratorium; they cited her self-introduction and the label as the 
clues that helped them figure this out. 

o Half (6/12) said they knew or inferred that biologists worked at the 
museum; but only one person reported using the video as a clue.  

• Where does the work of Living Systems happen? 
o Many (7/12) visitors watched at least one video that showed a lab 

microscope (either the demonstration area microscope or the clean room 
microscope).  

o Most of those who saw a microscope in the video (5/7) thought it was 
somewhere nearby, or “upstairs.”  

o Some (3/7) visitors said the video, especially the narration, clued them in 
to the microscope’s location. 

• What kind of tasks do Living Systems staff do? 
o A few visitors (2/12) specifically described exhibit prep work 
o Most (9/12) described tasks that were related to biology or museum work, 

such as field work or education. 
• Did it change the exhibit experience for visitors when they know there are 

biologists working here? 
o Some (5/11) visitors expressed interest in the job of a (museum) biologist 
o Some (6/11) felt it made the exhibits seem more high quality.  

 

Background 

In our new building at Pier 15, the Living Systems gallery hopes to show visitors some of 
what happens behind the scenes in the lab. The team prototyped a number of different 
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ways to show visitors what it takes to care for the lab’s living things, and help visitors 
learn about the people who provide that care. One of the prototypes was a video kiosk 
that showed the process needed to collect plankton from the bay and put it under a 
microscope. The team edited existing footage into five short (less than 2 minute) videos 
showing different stages of the process, from using the plankton net out in the bay to 
putting plankton onto a slide.  These videos were accessible from an iPad kiosk in the 
Living Liquid area.  
 

  
Fig 1: The video kiosk Fig 2: Closeup of the main menu and label 
 

Purpose 

To determine:  
• Whether the video helps visitors understand that the work of Living Systems:  

o Is done by lab staff 
o Happens in the lab nearby 
o Consists of specific tasks 

• What clues help visitors connect the video to the work of Living Systems 
• How awareness of the work of Living Systems affects the way visitors view 

exhibits 

Methods 

An evaluator selected visitors for an uncued interview by looking away, then looking 
back, and selecting the next visitor over 10 who put on the headphones and looked at the 
exhibit for 30 or more seconds. When the visitor finished, the evaluator approached and 
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asked him or her some questions about the experience. See Appendix A for the interview 
instrument.  

Data Collected 

The evaluator interviewed 12 visitors: 7 adults and 5 children; 4 males and 8 females. 
The interviews were conducted on Friday June 22, Wednesday June 27, Thursday July 5, 
and Saturday July 7. 
 
Visitors 1-2 and 8-12 are adults; Visitors 3-7 are children. 

Findings 

What did visitors do at the exhibit? 
Half (6/12) of visitors watched one video; half watched more than one. On average, 
visitors spent 2 minutes and 14 seconds watching videos; they watched an average of 1.9 
clips. Most (10/12) visitors started by watching the first video (collecting plankton from 
the bay).  Some (6/12) went on to watch additional videos, usually going in order down 
the on-screen list; one person watched two videos out of sequence (collecting plankton 
from the bay, then plankton under the microscope). A few visitors (2/12) watched only 
the segment about plankton under the microscope.  
 

Video	  segment	  
Number	  of	  people	  who	  
watched	  	  

Collecting	  plankton	  from	  the	  bay	   10	  
In	  the	  lab	   5	  
Plankton	  under	  the	  microscope	   6	  
Preparing	  a	  slide	  for	  our	  exhibit	   1	  
Our	  microscope	  imaging	  station	   1	  

 

Total	  number	  of	  videos	  watched	  
Number	  of	  people	  who	  
watched	  

1	   6	  
2	   3	  
3	   2	  
4	   0	  
5	   1	  

 
Since most visitors watched the first video in the sequence, future multi-part videos might 
incorporate the most critical information in this segment. However, since visitors do not 
always watch videos in order, it might be helpful to include repetitions of important 
information in all segments.  
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What did visitors understand about the work of Living 
Systems?  

Who does the work of living systems? 
 

We asked visitors, “Who was that woman in the video, do you think?”  
Some (6/12) didn’t know; a few (2/12) thought she was a “personality” of some kind: 

Visitor 2: I have no idea. If she's on TV, I have no idea what her name is.  
Visitor 7: I recognize her from somewhere. Someone famous, but I don't know.  

 
A few (4/12) knew she worked at the Exploratorium, and had a guess about her role. Her 
self-introduction, as well as the label, helped them figure it out: 

Visitor1: A lab tech here. [What helped you figure that out?] It says here (on the label). 
Visitor 4: She said her name is Karli and she worked here. I guess she's a biologist or something. 
Visitor 9: She said she works here. [Any idea what her role is?] To go in the field? I'm not sure. 
Visitor12: Does she work here? [what do you think her role is?] to do studies? 

 
A few visitors (2/12) had guess as to her role, but didn’t specify where she might work: 

Visitor10: A marine biologist [what made you think that?] Just studying life, she was using a lab. 
Visitor11: A grad student [what made you think that?] She was young and knowledgeable; that 

combined made me think that. 
 

About half of the visitors we interviewed (6/12) said they knew or inferred that we had 
biologists working here at the museum. There were a variety of clues that suggested this 
to visitors; only one person mentioned the video specifically. (Visitors could give 
answers in more than one category.) The clues were:  
 
The museum environment (2/12) 

Visitor4: I saw the room (gesturing toward wet lab).  
Visitor9: You have all the little rooms where you plan stuff, like conference rooms, or where you 

do maintenance and keep stuff going. A regular employee can't do that stuff. 
Own prior knowledge (2/12) 

Visitor1: I wanted to do it (work as a lab tech) for a while.  
Visitor11: I assumed that any type of museum was a research facility, the exhibits are a way to 

fund the research, I always think of museums and zoos like that. 
Quality of exhibits (1/12) 

Visitor2: I had a feeling. Way back when, bio was small. It has improved in the last 8 years. The 
depth is a lot further, like the mushroom exhibit. More than before. 

An interaction w/staff (1/12) 
Visitor3: Some people here (today) knew what stuff were.  

The video (1/12) 
Visitor4: She was in a lab (in the video), it was like a biologist. 
 

Visitors may not have a concrete idea of what the job of a (museum) biologist or lab tech 
entails, and thus some may have had difficulty naming the job or being aware of the 
specific work that goes on here. This could suggest that we might use future videos as an 
opportunity to communicate more specifically on this topic. Alternately, we might focus 
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more on the skills and practices of trained biologists on staff, emphasizing the 
methodology rather than a specific role.  

Where does the work of Living Systems happen? 
Many (7/12) visitors watched at least one video that showed a lab microscope (either the 
demonstration area microscope or the clean room microscope). Most of those who saw a 
microscope in the video (5/7) thought it was somewhere nearby.  
 

Visitor 2: Over there (gesturing to demo area) I saw it. 
Visitor 4: In the lab room. 
Visitor5: The lab upstairs. [Any idea where that is?] I don’t know. 
Visitor10: Up here, behind that door [points to the lab].  
Visitor 11: Upstairs. 
 

Some (3/7) visitors cited details from the video as helping them figure that out. 
Visitor5: She said so. 
Visitor10: I heard it in the video. 
Visitor 11: The video said there was a clean room upstairs and a demo lab. 
 

A few visitors (2/7) thought that the microscope was somewhere else in the museum. 
 

Visitor 1: In the front, near the entrance by the illusion triangle. [What made you think so?] 
That's the first glass windows I noticed. 

Visitor 8: Here. [Tell me more?] Um, over there? (points at random). 
 

While visitors had a general sense that there was a lab upstairs, they did not necessarily 
know where, specifically, it was. Visitors seemed to use the narration in the video, 
because they talked about what it said (rather than what it showed) as a clue. Future 
videos could make the location even more explicit, perhaps by shooting some scenes 
from the visitors’ point of view. We might also choose to place new video kiosks in view 
of the lab, so visitors can easily make the connection.  

What kind of tasks do Living Systems staff do? 
We asked visitors what they thought biologists working here might do on a typical day. A 
few (2/12) specifically described exhibit prep work. Most (9/12) described tasks that 
were related to biology or museum work, such as field work or education. One person 
didn’t know. Below are all the tasks mentioned by visitors (Visitors could give answers 
in more than one category):  
 
Exhibit prep (2/12) 

Visitor 1: Prep exhibits. [Tell me more?] Like she did, collect plankton, prep exhibits, set up 
scope slides. 

Visitor 2: Hopefully not just restocking all the labs! 
Field Work/Research (6/12) 

Visitor4: Find out more things they already know, kind of. Like they know a little bit about it 
(already). [Anything else?] Look at stuff in the microscope. 

Visitor5: Go to the bay, take samples of creatures.  
Visitor 7: Study for exhibits. There's so many here. [Study?] Like studying the bay. 
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Visitor9: Research the stuff (gesturing to exhibits) and make sure it's right. You can still find out 
new things too, keep it updated. Test things in the field. 

 Visitor11: Looking at plankton, the effects of the food chain in the ocean? 
Visitor12: Probably spend time out on the bay, on the water [What makes you say that?] 

because they are working with oceans and sea life. 
Educate the public (4/12) 

Visitor 1: Come up with ways to help people understand and explain it in a user-friendly way. 
Visitor2: Thinking of how to explain what life stuff is about to kids. 
Visitor3: Teach kids what things are and how they work.  
Visitor 10:  They make it easier for the layman and children, they bring it to their level. 

Make Exhibits (1/12) 
Visitor 10: It depends on the exhibits, designing them, designing experiments and how to 

present it to the public.  
 

It seemed most visitors had a general idea of what a biologist might do, and of the value 
it might add to the museum, but most did not name exhibit prep specifically, perhaps 
because the first video (the one watched by most visitors) did not mention this part of the 
process. This presents us with a future opportunity to create videos that more strongly 
emphasize the specific skills used by staff, as well as the specific purpose of the tasks.  
 
We also asked visitors to look over at the microscope demonstration area (if they hadn’t 
already noticed it) and describe what they thought happened there. A few (2/11)* 
mentioned exhibit prep specifically; many (8/11)* talked more generally about using the 
microscope or looking at plankton.  
 
*One visitor did not answer this question.  
 
Exhibit prep (2/11):  

Visitor1: Biologists working there. [TMM?] Prepping slides, gathering specimens, put them on 
TV for us. They don't think up new ones (exhibits) I don't think 

Visitor2: It's the white room, you set things up. [TMM?] Like living slides, experiments, all sorts 
of possibilities. 

Look at plankton or other things with microscope (8/11):  
Visitor3: It's where they look at things they find under the sea. They explore things they found. 

[under the sea?] Those things (gesturing to sea urchin, elodeia leaf, crab claw) are all 
under the sea. 

Visitor4: It's a microscope. Look at stuff in a microscope. 
Visitor5: They look at samples more closely in the microscope 
Visitor7: they study the plankton? 
Visitor8: study… plankton?  
Visitor10: They teach kids more of this (points to plankton video)  
Visitor11: That was on the video, it reminds me of the La Brea tar pits, looking at microscopic 

life forms to give kids the idea of what scientists do, but it doesn’t look like anything is 
happening now. 

Visitor12: Telescopes of different plankton and living organisms in the ocean 
 

Again, visitors had a general idea of what might happen, though few named exhibit prep 
specifically, perhaps because they did not see the videos that covered that step. Future 
videos might place that content up front, making it more likely to be seen.  
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Does it change the exhibit experience for visitors when they know 
that there are biologists working here? 
Most (10/11)* visitors said that the exhibit experience did change for them. Below are the 
two ways visitors felt it changed things. 
 
*One visitor did not answer this question 
 
Interest in the job of a (museum) biologist (5/11) 

Visitor4: Yes, because I didn't think a lot of people work here and find out things here.  
Visitor8: Yes, it's cool, they are very involved. [Tell me more?] Um, they love what they do.  
Visitor9: Yes, I didn't know that biologists had jobs like this to make things happen here. That's 

cool. You think of them in a lab, but they're in the field too, outside.  
Visitor10: They are all scientists in a way… 
Visitor12: It’s more interesting, having real people do it, rather than making something up 

 
Information seems more high quality (6/11) 

Visitor1: It makes it more interesting. You know it's not some layman doing it that would be less 
relevant with less information.  

Visitor2: I had a feeling you wouldn't be able to make them (exhibits) without the knowledge 
behind them.  

Visitor3: You learn more. If you have questions you can ask them.  
Visitor5: The ones with wildlife. People actually go out and get the information, they are not 

just using information that's already known.  
Visitor7: They seem more real. [More real?] More true.  
Visitor11: They are more legitimate, more modern, more state of the art 

 
Visitors seemed to value the idea that the work of Living Systems was done by “real 
people,” suggesting that the idea of creating additional videos on this subject shows 
promise.   

Next Steps 

When the Living Systems lab opens in the new museum, they plan to create new videos 
that illustrate other exhibit prep tasks. The observations here may help guide the creation 
of these new videos. For example, the new videos could:  

• Place important information—such as the identity of the staff member, and 
purpose of the task—near the beginning of the first segment of video.  

• Use narration to communicate information, such as the location of the lab 
• Shoot scenes from the visitors’ point of view to help them connect the video to the 

physical environment 
• Emphasize skills and practices, rather than specific roles.  
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Appendix A: Interview Instrument 

Purpose:  
To determine 

o Whether the video helps visitors understand that the work of Living 
Systems:  

§ Happens in the bio lab nearby 
§ Happens daily/currently 
§ Is done by bio lab staff 

o What clues help visitors connect the video to the lab 
o How awareness of the work of Living Systems affects the way visitors 

view exhibits 

Protocol :  
Look away, then select the next visitor, age 10 or older, to put on headphones and watch 
video for at least 30 seconds. If a child, be sure to get consent from adult.  
 

Observations:  
Time spent watching:  
 
Videos watched:  

Interview:  
 

1. How interesting was that video for you? 
 

Not interesting Somewhat Not 
Interesting Neutral Somewhat 

Interesting Interesting 

 
2. What made it __________? Anything else? 

 
 

3. Who was the woman in the video, do you think? What helped you figure 
that out? [if “she works here” TMM? What’s her role? Where she works?] 
 

4. Did you know that we have biologists working here in the Exploratorium? 
 

a. (If yes:) How did you know? Were there any clues? Anything else? 
 

5. Any idea what the biologists working here might do during a typical day? 
What made you think of that? 

 
6. Does knowing that biologists work here change how you think about these 
exhibits? How? 
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7. (If watched videos in lab) Thinking back to the video, where was that 
microscope do you think? What made you think so?  
 

8. During your visit today, did you happen to notice that area?  (point to 
microscope demo station) 

a. (if yes) What do you think happens in that area? Anything else? 
 

b. (if no) Please take a look at that area.  Any idea what happens in 
there? Anything else? 

 
9. Is this your first visit to the Exploratorium? 

 
10.  Are you a member? 


