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The Exploration Zone at The Field
Museum: Front-End Evaluation

Deborah L. Perry and Emily Forland
Selinda Research Associates

This evaluation study examined what Field Museum
visitors understand about the scientific research that goes on
behind the scenes. Between May and September 1995, we
conducted over 125 in-depth interviews with visitors, mem-
bers, and museum staff, for a total of approximately fifty
contact hours with respondents. Following is a brief over-
view of our primary findings.

1. Visitors seemed to think about what goes on behind-the-
scenes at The Field Museum primarily in terms of exhibits
rather than the scientific research that is conducted.

2. Most visitors do not think very much or very accurately
about the scientific research that goes on. This was not
something that most visitors we spoke with were very
curious about on their own.

3. Most visitors did not understand that The Field Museum
employs alarge staff of full-time scientists whose primary
role is to conduct research.

4. Visitors tended to think of The Field Museum as dealing
with history, cultures, and people rather than as a science
museum. They tended to associate science with technol-
ogy, physics, and chemistry.

5. Visitors tended to underestimate the size of the collections,
and to overestimate the percentage of the collection on
display. They also tended to overestimate the number of
reproductions, and they often wondered if something was
real.

6. Visitors demonstrated a wide range of understandings
about how the museum acquires its objects. Most of these
understandings were reasonable conjectures and grounded
in some degree of truth but almost always incomplete.

7. Some scientific and museum terminology was particularly
confusing to visitors.

8. Visitors indicated varying amounts of interest in science in
their personal lives, but they indicated a number of pos-
sible connections with some of the scientist’s stories.

9. Having dead animals on display seemed to be a particularly
sensitive issue to some visitors. Some visitors indicated
that study mounts were more disturbing than more realis-
tic diorama mounts.

10. Visitors shared interesting questions about what goes on
behind the scenes, but this needs further research. Most
questions focused on exhibits rather than science.




