
Intellectual access



Interpretation is neither facts nor 
literary fiction, but “revelation 

through information”. 
Freeman Tilden



Orientations
DEFINE TARGET AUDIENCE: 

What are we going to say 

content

How are we goint to say it 

style, language, construction

How are we going to present it 

design



Portuguese Museums Network
Access: information / texts

• 73% “yes” – language used
• 53% “yes” – font size
• 63% “yes” - contrasts font / background
• 63% “yes” - positioning of texts
• 66% “yes” – object exhibition
• 62% “yes” - illumination of objects and texts 

Intellectual access



“Instead of saying that it comes 
from the Bronze Age (or 
whatever), it´s more interesting 
to know that it was a needle to 
sew furs.”

“They say it´s very old, but I´m 
interested in knowing what it was 
for.”

“The kind of information given is 
minimal (what and when); it 
doesn´t have to be exhaustive, it 
has to be fast, clear, concrete.”

Intellectual access



Orientations

VICTORIA AND ALBERT MUSEUM

50% degree

21% masters or PhD

26% specific knowledge on art and design

50% socio-economic groups 1 and 2

74% do not have specific knowledge on art and design



Orientations 
V&A Museum



Orientations 
V&A Museum



Imperial War Museum, Londres

Orientations



CONSTRUCTION

Hierarchization of information
Attract  » Title (1-5 words)

Introduce  » Introductory text (50 – 100 words)

Deepen   » Text of 2nd level (up to 100 words)

Interpret  » Object labels (25-75 words)

Introduction:  12-13 year-olds

Rest of text: up to 15 year-olds

Orientations



Dachau Concentration Camp Museum,  Munich

Orientations



Dachau Concentration Camp Museum,  Munich

Orientations



Port Wine Museum, Oporto

Orientations



STYLE AND LANGUAGE
• Simple, concise, direct sentences

• Put the words in usual order, write as we speak; read 
aloud

• Divide long and complicated texts in sections

• Verbs in active voice, refer immediately to subject

• Brief quotes or coloquial expressions

• Avoid jargon and technical terms (or explain them)

• Ask questions

• Associate information to everyday experiences

Orientations
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Orientations



Orientations



Museum in Docklands,  

London

Orientations



Orientations



Intellectual access

Museu Francisco 
Tavares Proença 
Júnior, Castelo 
Branco

Dover Castle



Municipal Museum of Penafiel



Municipal Museum of Penafiel



Intellectual access

Transports and Communications Museum, Oporto



Interpretation Centre of the Battle of Aljubarrota



The reality

• Very small texts, badly illuminated

• Bad contrasts

• Text on graphics and photos

• Panels behind cases, shadows, reflexes

• Unsufficient illumination or badly located lights

• Labels without inclination, very low

• Labelss away from objects

• Texts just in capital letters



Orientations

Is it just a question of size?



Orientations



Orientations



Orientations

• Align on the left

• Paragraph width

• 45-50 characters per line

• Spacing between lines

• Density between letters

• Avoid italic and bold

• Combination of capital and small letters



Orientations



Orientations



































Physical access

Pavilion of Knowledge – Ciência Viva, Lisbon



Community Museum of Batalha























Rembrandt´s timeline

http://www.youtube.com/watch?feature=player_embedded&v=WaiG-pZGQlU

































Visitor studies



Why doing visitor studies?

Profile identification
• Sociodemography
• Leisure time
• Needs, expectations, barriers

Evaluation
Results towards objectives



Types of studies

STUDY USE TYPE

Attendance Trends and performance 
indicators Quantitative

Demographic survey Who visits and trends Quantitative

Comments Identification of things 
that can be improved Qualitative

Specífic studies Evaluation Quantitative and 
qualitative



Carrying out a study

• What do we want to know?
• Why?
• How are we going to know?
• What are we going to do with the results?

Concentrate on what is important
Leave irrelevant data



Grand Tour



The sample

1. What kind of people do we wish to survey?

2. How many?
Qualitative: 10-40
Quantitative: 100-150
Demographic: 300 - 600

3. How do we choose them?



Types of studies 
Sociodemographic survey

• Sex
• Age
• Qualifications 
• Socio-economic group

• Distance
• Duration of journey
• Nr. visits in the past
• Reasons for visiting
• Planned duration of visit
• Plans to see exhibition
• Expectations

• Duration of visit
• Rooms visited
• What do they remember or 
liked best?



Types of studies 
Focus group

Preparation of the session
Objective
Questions
Planning
Contacts



Types of studies 
Focus groups



Types of studies 
Focus groups



Types of studies 
Surveys

VANTAGENS DESVANTAGENS

Self- 
administered Less time, cheaper Parcially complete, not 

representative sample

Interview Complete answers, 
guarantees sample

More time, more expensive, 
people less critical

Telephone
Allows to reach non- 
audiences, evaluate 

perceptions

Expensive, limited number of 
questions



The questionnaire
• The questions

what kind of information are we looking for?
why are we asking the question?

• Forms of answers
closed / open

• Choice of words
avoid ambiguities

• The sequence
logic

• The questionnaire layout / clear instructions

TEST!!!!



The questionnaire 
Questions

What kind of toothpaste do you use?
What is the toothpaste brand you have been personally 
using at home in the last six months? 
If you have more than one, please indicate them all.
What kind of car do you use?
Hoe many sugar packs do you buy per year
How do you occupy your leisure time?
What do you think of television and its effects on 
children?
Do you think that the threat of drug consumption 
requires harsher legislation?



The questionnaire

1. What´s your income?

2. Do you visit occasionally or frequently?

3. Do you like this museum?  Yes    No

4. How many spots have you seen or heard on the radio 
about this museum this season?

5. What are the more determining attributes in your 
evaluation of museum exhibitions?

6. Don´t you think that the current cuts in national 
museum budgets are unacceptable?



Maria Vlachou 

mariavlachou.pt@gmail.com 
www.facebook.com/mariavlachou.pt 

http://musingonculture-pt.blogspot.com
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