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Preface: Why Participate?
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enjoy and become accustomed to participatory learning and entertainment
experiences, they want to do more than just “attend” cultural events and
institutions. The social Web has ushered in a dizzying set of tools and design
patterns that make participation more accessible than ever. Visitors expect access
to a broad spectrum of information sources and cultural perspectives. They expect
the ability to respond and be taken seriously. They expect the ability to discuss,
share, and remix what they consume. When people can actively participate with
cultural institutions, those places become central to cultural and community life.

This book presents techniques for cultural institutions to invite visitor participation
while promoting institutional goals. Community engagement is especially relevant in
a world of increasing participatory opportunities on the social Web, but it is not new.
Arguments for audience participation in cultural institutions trace back at least a
hundred years. There are three fundamental theories underpinning this book:

1. The idea of the audience-centered institution that is as relevant, useful, and
accessible as a shopping mall or train station (with thanks to John Cotton
Dana, Elaine Heumann Gurian, and Stephen Weil).

2. The idea that visitors construct their own meaning from cultural experiences
(with thanks to George Hein, John Falk, and Lynn Dierking).

3. The idea that users’ voices can inform and invigorate both project design and
public-facing programs (with thanks to Kathy McLean, Wendy Pollock, and the
design firm IDEO).

I wrote this book not to update or stake claim to these ideas, but to present specific
techniques and case studies to make them actionable in contemporary institutions.
This doesn't require flashy theaters or blockbuster exhibits. It requires institutions
that have genuine respect for and interest in the experiences, stories, and abilities
of visitors.

I define a participatory cultural institution as a place where visitors can create,
share, and connect with each other around content. Create means that visitors
contribute their own ideas, objects, and creative expression to the institution and to
each other. Share means that people discuss, take home, remix, and redistribute
both what they see and what they make during their visit. Connect means that
visitors socialize with other people—staff and visitors—who share their particular
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interests. Around content means that visitors’ conversations and creations focus on
the evidence, objects, and ideas most important to the institution in question.

The goal of participatory techniques is both to meet visitors’ expectations for active
engagement and to do so in a way that furthers the mission and core values of the
institution. Rather than delivering the same content to everyone, a participatory
institution collects and shares diverse, personalized, and changing content co-
produced with visitors. It invites visitors to respond and add to cultural artifacts,
scientific evidence, and historical records on display. It showcases the diverse
creations and opinions of non-experts. People use the institution as meeting
grounds for dialogue around the content presented. Instead of being “about”
something or “for” someone, participatory institutions are created and managed
“with” visitors.

Why would a cultural institution want to invite visitors to participate? Like all design
techniques, participation is a strategy that addresses specific problems. I see
participatory strategies as practical ways to enhance, not replace, traditional
cultural institutions.

There are five commonly-expressed forms of public dissatisfaction that participatory
techniques address:

1. Cultural institutions are irrelevant to my life. By actively soliciting and
responding to visitors’ ideas, stories, and creative work, cultural institutions
can help audiences become personally invested in both the content and the
health of the organization.

2. The institution never changes — I've visited once and I have no reason to
return. By developing platforms in which visitors can share ideas and connect
with each other in real-time, cultural institutions can offer changing
experiences without incurring heavy ongoing content production costs.

3. The authoritative voice of the institution doesn’t include my view or give me
context for understanding what’s presented. By presenting multiple stories
and voices, cultural institutions can help audiences prioritize and understand
their own view in the context of diverse perspectives.

4. The institution is not a creative place where I can express myself and
contribute to history, science, and art. By inviting visitors to participate,
institutions can support the interests of those who prefer to make and do
rather than just watch.

5. The institution is not a comfortable social place for me to talk about ideas
with friends and strangers. By designing explicit opportunities for
interpersonal dialogue, cultural institutions can distinguish themselves as
desirable real-world venues for discussion about important issues related to
the content presented.

These five challenges are all reasons to pursue participation, whether on the scale
of a single educational program or the entire visitor experience. The challenge—and
the focus of this book—is how to do it. By pursuing participatory techniques that
align with institutional core values, it is possible to make your institution more
relevant and essential to your communities than ever before.

koK x

This book is organized into two parts. The first part, Design for Participation,
introduces core principles of participation in cultural institutions and presents three
approaches to making exhibitions, educational programs, and visitor services more
participatory. The second part, Participation in Practice, presents four models for
participatory projects and provides specific recommendations for how to develop,
evaluate, manage, and sustain participation in ways that advance institutional
missions.

Notes

1] Download the 2008 NEA Survey of Public Participation in the Arts report [PDF].
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CHAPTER 1: P R I

4 Comments

I appreciate the thinking in the five commonly expressed dissatisfactions.
I'm a frequent museum visitor, and I work for cultural orgs. I agree that
an “unchanging” museum can sometimes feel irrelevant. In fact, you'll
find many people rotate their memberships (one year at the natural
history, one at the art museum, one at the zoo). In addition to special
programming, exhibits, etc. to create a sense of the new, I'd love for
museums to showcase new ways of the embracing the old. For example,
I visited American Natural History Museum last week. Amongst the
old/familiar, I began to notice how the museum signage—when taken out
of context—produced witty, sometimes even profound “statements.” In
fact, their perspective affected my point of view on the collection in an
interesting way. Here are photos of a few of the signs:
http://bit.ly/9WIcSy. So, I stumbled upon an experience that reversed
the thinking in points 1-4, maybe even 5.

Posted July 15, 2010 at 8:49 am | Permalink | Reply

Dear Nina Simon,

I just want you to know that your book has inspired me to created a
participatory temporary exhibition in Indonesia, and it worked really well!
The exhibition is about Batik, Indonesian traditional textile, and visitors
were able to experience the batik making within the exhibition. They
loved it so much!

Thanks very much!

Posted October 9, 2010 at 2:14 am | Permalink | Reply

I've been enjoying and getting inspired by the Museum 2.0 website for a
couple of months and just started reading the hardcopy today. A small
suggest for future versions ... please align the Table of Contents with the
summary provided in the preface. The preface states that “This book is
organized into two parts. The first part, ... presents three approaches ....
The second part .... presents four models ...."

For my notes I wanted to quickly note what the 3 approaches and 4
models were before I continued reading but they were not directly stated
in the table of contents. It's a small thing but could help with ease of
study. Looking forward to new learning, practicing, and creating.

Posted October 11, 2010 at 1:57 pm | Permalink | Reply

@Gwendolyn Kelly: This is a great point. There’s a lot to clear up in the
preface, but I hadn't thought of this. Thank you!

Posted October 11, 2010 at 1:58 pm | Permalink | Reply
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[...] The institution is not a comfortable social place
for me to talk about ideas with friends and strangers.
By designing explicit opportunities for interpersonal
dialogue, cultural institutions can distinguish
themselves as desirable real-world venues for
discussion about important issues related to the
content presented. (citato da: <

http://www. participatorymuseum.org/preface/&gt @
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