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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
Finding Personal Meaning:
How Visitors Interpret the DIA Mission in the Gallery
What strateqgies did visitors use to find personal meaning in art?

The mission of the Detroit Institute of Art is to help people find personal meaning in
art and the interpretive approach in the museum’s 2007 comprehensive
reinstallation sought to address that mission head-on. A comprehensive summative
study of these efforts, funded through an IMLS Museums for America grant, was
designed to assess the effectiveness of interpretive strategies designed to help
visitors find personal meaning in the DIA’s art galleries. This report is one of two
reports on “Finding Personal Meaning,” each analyzing the same set of data with a
different guiding question. The guiding question for this report was: What strategies
did visitors use to find personal meaning in art?

For this phase of the summative study, the evaluators developed a photo-essay
methodology that would yield rich and layered information about the ways
people make personal meaning in and through art. A set of three broad meaning-
making strategies emerged from the data analysis: Connection & Familiarity,
Discovery & Learning, and Preference & Properties.

The findings from this study strongly suggest that the interpretive strategies created
by the DIA for the collections reinstallation do support the institution’s mission of
helping people find personal meaning in art. Most subjects in this study reported
making high to moderate use of a variety of written interpretation strategies
available to them. This varied by the type of gallery suite, however.

Few subjects reported low reference to text and the perceived differences across
the three gallery suites are small. As museum practitioners, steeped in information
about the art historical and social context of works of art, it is easy to assume that
knowing more about works of art is the best way to derive meaning from an
object. Yet, this was not the case in this study. Additionally, the danger of labeling
the range of label use in this study as low, moderate, and high use, may further
reinforce that higher use if better. In listening to the subjects in this study, it clear
that this is not necessarily the case. It is indeed the trend, that most subjects made
use of some form of written interpretation more than half the time. It is important,
however, to continue to respect the variety of ways visitors find meaning as the
DIA has done throughout the reinstallation.

Subjects tended to talk about more meaning-making strategies in the Renaissance
gallery suite than in the other two gallery areas. For the Renaissance and
Contemporary suites, both Connection & Familiarity and Discovery & Learning
were used about the same amount, with Preference & Properties trailing behind.
For the African gallery suite, Connection & Familiarity were used much more than
the other two strategies, which were used about the same amount.
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We cannot say that these trends would be as strong with a larger sample, but they
do raise interesting questions: Why were some meaning-making strategies used
more and less frequently in the different galleries and would this trend still show up
in a larger sample? If the trends did hold in a larger sample, why did people in the
African galleries use Connections & Familiarity more frequently than the other
strategies? This is particularly curious because the African gallery suite had the
most people making high reference to use of written interpretation.

That the DIA set their mission to help visitors find personal meaning through art
means that the institution seeks to step up and contribute significantly to the well-
being of the community.

The visual power of a work of art is often key to attracting a visitor’s attention. And
for some visitors, this is enough. To see something beautiful, amazing, unique is
personally meaningful. This study also found that most visitors do not stop at a
purely visual experience. The majority of subjects in this study, across all three
gallery suites, said that personal meaning in art meant that the work had to relate
in some way to their lives, interests, or experiences. For most of the participants, the
various ways that the DIA provided information facilitated and enhanced the
meaning that they found in the art.

Finding meaning in this study was, for the most part, a balance between the heart
and the mind. After finding something to relate to, most subjects wanted
something more. That could include information about the artwork, the artist, the
process, what to look for in an artwork, and/or the socio-historical context of the
work because for some people, the meaning comes from learning anything and
everything they can. Other visitors noted that they found it meaningful when the
information caused them to shift their prior conception or expand their perception.
Still, some visitors looked for some insight into their own lives through the art.
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Introduction

The mission of the Detroit Institute of Arts (DIA) is to help people find personal
meaning in art and the interpretive approach in the museum’s
2007comprehensive reinstallation sought to address that mission head-on.
Museum educators played a key role in developing an overall interpretive plan
that integrated evaluation and cross-departmental staff teams. The summative
study of these efforts was funded through an IMLS Museums for America grant
that sought to assess the effectiveness of interpretive strategies designed to help
visitors find personal meaning in the DIA’s art galleries.

The Phase 2! Summative evaluation study focused on two key areas of inquiry
and this report focuses on the first question. The second question is addressed in
a report by Beverly Serrell.
a) What strategies did visitors use to find personal meaning in art?
b) What was the role of DIA interpretation in helping visitors find personal
meaning in art?

Results from this study will help DIA staff to understand how visitors make
meaning in the galleries and to enable DIA to clarify its mission in visitor-centered
terms that can help guide programming and marketing efforts in the future.

! Phase 1 of the summative evaluation, completed in February 2012, focused on how interpretive exhibits contributed to
visitors’ engagement with art and, specifically, how visitors” experiences with special interpretives related to the initial
purposes of those experiences.
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Methodology

For this phase of the summative study, the evaluators developed a photo-essay
methodology to yield rich and layered information about the ways people
make personal meaning in and through art. As the methodology was
developed it became clear that a pilot-testing phase would be necessary and
that was conducted on October 19 and 20, 2011, with a selection of 16 DIA
staff. With the assistance of the museum’s senior leadership, evaluators recruited
staff members who did not have specialized knowledge in art, art history, or
museum studies. Pilot study participants were drawn from a number of museum
departments, including development, environmental services, finance and
enterprise activity, marketing, museum shop, organizational development and
human resources, research library, security, and visitor services.

Results from the pilot test strongly suggested that the data from a full
implementation of the photo essay methodology would yield rich and useful
information about ways the DIA mission statement plays out for visitors. Subjects
were invited to the DIA during December 2—-4, 2011. Because the interview
process was likely to take longer than many visitors would be willing to spend as
part of their visit, evaluators recruited subjects to come to the museum
specifically to participate in the study during assigned time slots. Evaluators sent
an e-mail invitation to DIA staff and volunteers requesting they forward the
invitation to friends or family members who: 1) were 18 years old or older, 2)
might be interested in spending time in the museum and talking about their
experiences, 3) have no specialized training in art or museum practice, and 4)
attend the DIA an average of two times per year or less. (See Appendix A for a
copy of the email invitation.) People who responded to the invitation were
briefly interviewed over the phone to confirm that their level of art and museum
training and DIA attendance fell within the desired ranges.

Three gallery suites were selected as the site for the

e B reages expurisnces photo essays, for both the pilot and full implementation

ey mmﬂd 1 phase. Subjects were given a copy of the DIA’s mission
' statement: “The DIA creates experiences that help

L pEE The 1104 Fepac v de-Shes n US

it o5 el each visitor find personal meaning in art” (See Figure 1)
Figure 1: Mission statement prompt along Wlth a brief explanation of the stud.y. They_ were
given to photo-essay study then given a camera, shown how to use it, and invited
participants. to take up to 20 minutes to roam about a specific

gallery suite and take between six and nine
photographs where the DIA helped them find personal meaning in art. One
interviewer stayed close by each subject in case there were problems or
questions and to let them know when 20 minutes were up. The three gallery
suites were Renaissance, African, and Contemporary. Figure 2 outlines, in yellow,

% Audience Focus Inc. 2 Strategies Visitors Used to Make Personal Meaning
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the suites within these collections areas and provides a list of the individual
galleries within the cluster.

RIREY STREET

Collection area | Gallery number | Gallery name
N105 Art and the Cycle of Life
African N105.1 Art and the Yoruba Spirit World
N105.2 Art and Other Spirit Forces
N280 Identity, Not Portraiture
Contemporary N281 FounQ/Fabricated
N282 Mapping, Not Landscape
N284 The Times, Not History
W220 Art as Theater
Renaissance W230 Urban Prosperity
W231 Medici and Courtly Living
W232 Aspiring to the Real

Figure 2: DIA Floor plan with gallery suites marked in yellow and detailed gallery list.

The interviewers then accompanied the subjects to a private room where the
photos from the camera were uploaded to VoiceThread online service and
subjects were video-recorded talking about how each photograph represented
a point where personal meaning was found or created. Interviewers for both the
pilot test and full implementation were Marianna Adams, Ken Maorris, Beverly
Serrell, and Matt Sikora. See Appendix B for the full description of the photo
essay protocol.

Analysis: After an initial review of the data collected for this study by both
evaluators, Dr. Adams and Ms. Serrell, it was decided to approach the analysis
from two different perspectives:

1.

2.

An analysis of each individual study participant for the strategies they
used to make meaning and the role that written interpretive text played in
their meaning-making (Dr. Adams’ focus);

An analysis of each artwork where a special interpretive (pull-out panels,
eye spy labels, layered labels, viewpoint labels) was installed, as well as
extended object labels and gallery summary panels, in order to better
understand the role of the special interpretives in personal meaning
making (Ms. Serrell’s focus).

™5 Audience Focus Inc. 3 Strategies Visitors Used to Make Personal Meaning
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In the process of the initial analysis, the two evaluators developed a shared set
of meaning-making strategies that were supported by the data. This set of
strategies was applied to both reports.

Connection & Familiarity

They saw themselves or were reminded of something...
Visitors made connections between ideas and/or subject matter in the
artwork and the visitor’s experience including work life, family, hobby,
religion, personal feelings/emotions, and/or a sense of empathy with the
subject and/or idea presented. Visitors confirmed and/or reinforced
memories, prior experience, ways of thinking, and/or knowledge.

Discovery & Learning

They discovered and/or learned something...
Visitors found out about context, details, intention, and process. They
compared and contrasted works of art and/or ideas about art. Their
understanding of the art was enriched and deepened. They gained
confidence to look more carefully. They discovered something they didn’t
know before or didn’t expect, were taken by surprise, were intrigued, their
curiosity was piqued. They learned something about themselves, they
changed the way they thought about something.

Preference & Properties

They liked it, enjoyed it, were attracted to it because of...
Visitors were drawn by their preference for the visual qualities of an
artwork and/or strength of the subject matter or story. They appreciated
visual properties of color, technique, and other formal properties. They
appreciate the full visual effect of an artwork or group of works or gallery
configuration.

% Audience Focus Inc. 4 Strategies Visitors Used to Make Personal Meaning
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Results & Discussion
Description of Sample
Fifty-eight people participated in the pilot and full implementation of this study.

The following figure provides exact counts of males and females by gallery suite
and phase of study.

Pilot Test Full Implementation
Male | Female LRI)A}L Male Female lﬁ[ﬁ L
African gallery suite 1 5 6 4 9 13
Contemporary gallery suite 1 3 4 4 11 15
Renaissance gallery suite 3 3 6 5 9 14
TOTAL 5 12 16 13 29 42

Figure 3: Number of photo essay study participants by gallery suite and stage of study.
Due to technical problems, interviews were not recorded or the video data could not be accessed for three subjects.

Strategies Visitors Used to Make Personal Meaning

During the interviews, subjects talked about where they found meaning and the
interviewers probed for use of written interpretation in that suite of galleries,
sometimes asking people directly if they noticed or used any written
interpretation about a particular object.

There was a definite pattern in how subjects in this study used written
interpretation. They tended to fall along a continuum from low to high reference
to their use of written interpretation. Keep in mind, however, that this continuum
is fluid and the three positions along the continuum are constructs that enable
us to understand something about the ways people make personal meaning
and the effect of written interpretation on that meaning making. In addition, the
frequency interpretation use in the galleries does not indicate anything about
the quality of the experience the subjects had with art.

Low-reference: In the low-reference end of the continuum, people rarely
made any use of written text when they photographed a place where
they found personal meaning. These people reported using written text
in less than a quarter of the places where they stopped. In many cases,
subjects were conscious about and confident in their choice to consult
written interpretation very little.

Moderate-reference: The subjects who fell in the area on the continuum
shared characteristics with both the low and high reference to
interpretation subjects. Roughly half of the time these people were

/% Audience Focus Inc. 5 Strategies Visitors Used to Make Personal Meaning
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attracted by the visual “whammy” of artworks, seeming to not want or
need much external information to augment their experience. For the
other half of their experience they appeared to find great pleasure
from reading and finding out more about the object in order to create
more meaning from the art.

High-reference: Subjects at the high-reference end of this continuum made
reference to using written interpretation in at least three-quarters of the
stops where they photographed and talked about personal meaning.
This group tended to talk specifically about what they gleaned from
labels as well as the ways in which the information facilitated their
meaning-making process.

Next, the interview transcripts were analyzed for
the types of strategies subjects used to make
personal meaning using the three broad strategies
of meaning making developed by the evaluators:
Connection & Familiarity; Discovery & Learning;
and Preference & Properties. These strategies are
described more fully in the methodology section
above (See page 4). They emerged from the data
and both evaluators in this study found them useful
in organizing and describing how visitors found personal meaning. Then, the
evaluator looked at relationships between subjects’ use of written interpretation
and their meaning-making strategies.

At the end of the interview, subjects were asked to step back and reflect more
broadly on what personal meaning in art was for them. These responses were
analyzed for larger over-arching trends in the ways people thought about the
process of meaning making at the DIA. Patterns in the data are reported below
for each gallery suite, followed by a look across galleries to see the influence of
the type of art on ways these subjects used written interpretation and meaning-
making strategies.

The sample size for each suite was between 18 and 20 people so general trends
will be reported and are intended to provide a snapshot of how these people
responded to the prompt to photograph where the DIA helped them find
personal meaning. These findings are not generalizable to the population of DIA
visitors.

™5 Audience Focus Inc. 6 Strategies Visitors Used to Make Personal Meaning
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African Gallery Suite

Subject ID

Low reference to writt . . . .
nerpretation oout 2oriees | US€ OF Wiritten Interpretation & Meaning-Making

of stops referenced text use) Str ateq ies - African
18 Moderate reference to Figure 4 identifies the subjects by their number (P#

|32111 ymten nierpretation etod | indlicates pilot test participants) according to how much
they referred to using written interpretation during their

;g visit in the African gallery suite.2 A large majority of the

P8 subjects (13 of 18 people) made high reference to using

9 text; of the remaining five people, three made moderate

P13 : reference to labels, and two made little or no use of

3 High reference to written . . S .
py  interpretation (about%or | Written text during their visit. Sample case stories for each

pg  Moeofsiopsreierenced | category of label reference in the African galleries are

text use) .

30 included below.

24

;? Low Reference to Interpretation - African

36 Two subjects reported making little or no use of written
Figure 4: Distribution of frequencywitn | INtE€rPretation in the African suite (blue area Figure 4).
which African gallery subjects Primarily the artworks stimulated memaories or
mentioned using or referring to written L . e .
information. associations — Connections & Familiarity — with

occasional references that fell into the Preference &
Properties group of strategies. Ways these two people made meaning rarely fell
into the Discovery & Learning group of strategies and when it did the reference
was to information gleaned from contextual photographs rather than text.

The photographs that these two people took did not include labels, special
interpretives, or text panels. As one of these subject said:
“l did not read labels. | was mainly looking at the objects. | didn’t want to be
influenced by the signage. | just wanted an unmediated reaction.” (6)

Case Story: Low Label Use — African
Lahrey connected every work that she photographed to a memory or hobby. For example, with
the Ancestral Screen she explained her interest in it the following way:
It reminded me of... [being at a] drive-in sitting — family time, watching a movie, and everyone is
focused on the movie. Everyone is captured by whatever is going on. [In this work | noticed] the way
everyone’s eyes are looking at the same thing. And that does bring personal meaning to me because
growing up we did that.
In some cases, Lahrey seemed to free-associate a combination of personal experiences and
preferences as she explalned her interest in the Married Woman’s ensemble in this way:
| selected this exhibit due to the colors and the sizes and | thought, “oh
wow, that’s a cool purse. Oh wow, that’s a pretty cool apron.” And then
| thought about skirts and dancing.
When asked to step back and reflect on how she found personal
meaning in art, she said:
| identify the objects in the museum with upbringing, people, places and
things that | can recall that are similar [to the art]. And then it brings
back memories. Good memories. (Subject P7)

2 Note that the respondent numbers are listed in order of frequency from least to most.
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Moderate Reference to Interpretation - African

Ted varied in his recognition and use of written
text in the African gallery suite. In several
instances he mentioned that he saw a label for
an object he photographed but just gave it a
cursory read or, as in one case, read it but did
not remember anything he read about it during
the interview. In some cases he was drawn to
the uniqueness of an object and the written
label helped him understand something
unfamiliar.
The first couple of times | had to get adjusted to
the way the human body is depicted here versus
the European style of art and the Oriental,
Chinese art. This is very, very different. But as |
read | would see that there is a certain
significance, the rings around the neck for
example and it showed social position.
His primary meaning-making strategy was to
make personal connections between what he
saw and something he was familiar with or felt
strongly about.
Christianity is very important to me. | had a strong
feeling of attachment with fellow Christians who
have been gone for centuries and centuries. So
that was the personal meaning to me.
Ted’s second most frequent meaning making
strategy was in the physical properties of the
works themselves. For the wedding clothes he
noted:
...the detail, the care that’s put together for that
particular wardrobe.
When reflecting on the nature of personal
meaning in the art museum, Ted said:
It’s got to touch me both emotionally and
intellectually. I’'m pulled in emotionally at first.
What is that? It’s beautiful or it’s ugly as hell or
whatever. And then from there | begin to
intellectualize and want to know what the artist
meant or wanted to have happen when they
were creating the piece. (Subject 18)

™\ Audience Focus Inc. 3
4 June 2012

Three people referenced using
written interpretation about half the
time in the African gallery suite
(orange area Figure 4). Like the low-
reference group in the African suite
of galleries, the moderate-use group
tended to engage in Connections &
Familiarity meaning-making
strategies. Often the associations
were very personal. For example,
one subject on viewing a maternity
figure said:

“I’m 32 and I’m starting to think about
marriage and starting a family and this
was a fertility statue.” (21)

Another subject reflected on the
figures in wedding dress:

“It made me think back to when |
was watching Roots as a little kid and
they had that scene where they jumped
the broom.” (P11)

Other types of connections involved
references to the people and
cultures represented by the artworks:
“All of the figures together began to
give me a sense of the community in this
particular village or area. | walked away
and said, ‘well, I’d like to get to know
these people or | feel like them’.” (18)

These people also used the
Preference & Properties strategy
fairly often. One of these subjects
was drawn to the Ritual Figure
saying:

“This one stuck out for me because it
was pale and like ghost white.” (21)
Then he went on to make a
connection between that figure and
his perception that the figure
represented white people. He

Strategies Visitors Used to Make Personal Meaning
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reflected:
“The races, they existed together then. Why is it so hard for us to exist now?
Together. Why is it such a huge line between the races?” (21)

People in the moderate use area of the continuum tended to use written text in
a cursory or efficient manner. They would reference a small bit of information
gleaned from a label to augment their initial visual and emotional response to
the works. Subjects with moderate label use did occasionally include summary
text panels and extended labels in the photographs they took. In some cases,
the label itself became the meaning-making experience. For example, one
subject took a picture of the text panel “Death is but a mere transition.” The
conversation around this photo did not include a particular object. Rather the
content of the label prompted him to say:
“My father passed away in July and when | first read that [label] it made me
think that, not that he was still here, but that his spirit made a transition to a
better place. It made me feel better about it, not so sad.”(P11)

High Reference to Interpretation - African

The majority of subjects in the African galleries sample (13 of 18 people)
referenced the use of written interpretation for most or all of the photographs
they took, employing the strategy of Discovery & Learning, as a point where
personal meaning occurred (orange area Figure 4). These people explained
that the written interpretation provided important information allowing them to
connect with the artworks on a variety of levels, as this subject explains:

“l found a lot of the information, little placards and stuff to be very informative
and because | was unfamiliar with the subject matter, those placards were able
to kind of guide my journey through the exhibit and looking at what | was looking
at and going, ‘okay well what is this?” And then it tells me some brief bit and |
can put myself into that place and go, ‘okay, | can see where they’ve used this
for this and why’.” (36)

Another visitor who made a high use of labels referred to how the special
interpretive at the Shrine case facilitated her making a deeper personal
connection:
“When [ first walked into that corridor, that was the sculpture that kind of...
drew me in and then | went over to read about it and it became a spiritual
thing...and what really helped me is reading about what it was.” (33)

As one subject summed up the value of written interpretation:
“[Labels] make it easier for you to think about the personal meaning because
you’re not trying to figure out, ‘what am | looking at?’”(9)

People with a high use of written interpretation were similar to those along the
moderate and low ends of the continuum in the frequency with which they
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: High Label Use — African
I ¥,

Anita referred to the role of written interpretation in
finding personal meaning for every photograph she
took. In many cases, the labels were included in the
photograph. A school teacher, Anita, greatly valued
how labels could quickly provide context necessary to
help her relate to an artwork and relating is what it’s all
about for her:
When we’re looking for finding personal meaning in art it is
being able to relate — | mean the relatability of it.
She found photographs of the objects in their context
to be particularly useful in relating to the work:
You have a picture of somebody using the beads next to
the explanation of what the beads are, and then you can
look up and see the beads, and when you’re looking for
personal meaning, you can’t just look at the beauty of the
object. You have to know what it’s done, what it’s used
for, and why it’s interesting. You know, who cares? Why do
we care?
Anita finds that the DIA labels facilitate her visual
literacy skills:
So you can be reading, looking, and then what | liked is
then from there you can look at the next thing and pick up
those same traits that you just learned.
Perhaps because Anita values context and is also a
teacher, she noticed that the Viewpoint labels
informed her about the source of the interpretations:
That’s the only way you can connect is if you can trust
your data.
It was not surprising that Anita frequently created
meaning through personal connections because being
able to relate to the art is so important to her. Reflecting
on the Nalil Figure, she said:
Anybody who has ever dealt with a speeding ticket or
anything like that knows that it’s really nice to get closure
at the end. And for this [Nail Figure] — for minor infractions
it’s a piece of metal and for big infractions like murder it’s
a nail. And you’re like, “Wow! That’s closure.” That’s
something | can be personally related to. | like that closure.
In addition to “relatability” Anita values being able to
connect:
...the past to the present and to other cultures and other
people and other ideas. When | go see art | like to see that
connection.  (Subject 27)
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engaged in Connection &
Familiarity meaning-making
strategies. The art works in the
African suite of galleries
elicited a wide range of
memories and personal
connections as evidenced by
the following quotes:

(About the Twins) “Well I've
lost children before. | had kids
and | lost them. And | thought
that probably would have been
a kind of a comfort thing, you
know, mentally. So | felt a little
compassion for that.” (15)

Subjects who made frequent
mention of using written
interpretation in