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Part One Communicating with your audience  
 
Identifying the most effective and efficient interpretative approach-  
your objectives, who is the exhibition for, what will the exhibition say to your 
audience, how will the message/s meet your objectives and the needs of you 
audience 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Part Two  Creating the Exhibition 
 
Translating the interpretative approach into a physical reality. the practicalities, 
budgeting, professional services and some further information sources 
2.1 How “messages” are translated into physical space  
2.2 Budgets  
2.3 Order of tasks 
2.4  Professional services 
2.5  Further information 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
I hope you will get an understanding of the factors that impact on the creation an exhibition- 
budget being only one of these.  And also see that there is a process common to all exhibitions, 
one that can help you make the best use of your time, money and resources and ultimately 
help create an exhibition that works for your audience. 
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2.1  How “messages” are translated into physical space  
 
 
Messages can be conveyed through: 
 
The environment  
 Creating different spatial feelings and moods- sombre, spiritual, theatrical, a scientific 
 laboratory style, a dense “Aladdin’s cave”  
 
Sight lines/views 
 Lighting, colour, imagery, the careful juxtaposition of elements, the creation of specific 
 views through a space….. 
 
Sound 
 Noise or silence, music, sound effects, talking….  
 
Touch 
 Materials, textures… 
 
Activity  
 Dance, acting, dressing up, games, specific tasks, interactives… 
 
There are many different ways and media tools available for communicating a message to 
your audience.  
 
In choosing, consideration is given to: 
•  what best supports the message  
• safety  
• flexibility  
• access to a large number at one time  
•  maintenance  
• operational requirements  
• updating 
• the life span  
• cost 
 
Law and regulations must be met such as 
Client responsibilities to the visitor, health and safety, disability access  
Fire-rating, emergency access and egress, 
 
Standards to be met 
Museum operation, conservation, object handling, security and display  
 
Guidelines to be addressed 
Universal Access, legibility 
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Layout of an exhibition and circulation 
 
The exhibition layout will be determined by a number of factors. 
If the editorial sequence of the exhibition is chronological or thematic or a straight forward 
story with beginning, middle or end.  
A group of 30 arrive (school or coach) should be able to move easily through the exhibition 
and not suffer crowding at any one point or exhibit (bottle- necking) 
 
 

    
Path or Linear                Open                            Radial                              Random 
 
Images taken from McLean Kathleen, Planning for People in Museum Exhibitions, 1993, Association of Science-Technology Centers 
 
 
Never block the view of a fire exit or EE signage 
 
Allow for the maximum number of people that will attend the exhibition in one visit.  
 
Allow 500mm2 per person moving through a space or gathering at one point. 
 
Allow a minimum of 1500mm between structures (cases/ displays etc) placed on the floor. This 
is to allow for people to stand at an exhibit and others to pass comfortably. 
 
Allow for wheel chair access- minimum of 900 mm pathway going one way. 
 
Location of power supply points are important as you cannot have cables trailing across the 
floor. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 
The ideal viewing band is between 750 mm off the ground up to 1950 off the ground (the 
height of a door). While an image can go from the ground up to the ceiling, text should never 
be positioned lower than 750mm.  
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Exhibit structures 
 
 
In most instances structures must comply with Class 1 fire rating material such as Class 1 
FR MDF. In large open plan areas this may be raised to Class 0 material such as plaster 
board. 
 
 
 
 
Printed text on a panel 
The smallest text  
(say a caption for an image)  
should not be smaller than18pt.  
The title for the panel may be  
much bigger and the body text  
about 30pt. 
Allow approximately 14 words  
across one line of text and  
about 10 lines of text on a panel. 
(150 words maximum)  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The design of a panel can visually demonstrate  the message. 
 
 
 
Participatory, interactive and demonstration media 
 
Participatory is a one-way action.  
The visitor does something and that is the end of it- for example the visitor opens 
something, lifts something, writes something. Jig saw puzzles, posting comments or 
views, opening a drawer to see an object are types of participatory media 
 
Interactive is a two way action.  
The visitor does something and a response or reaction follows. Speaking to a guide is 
(normally) interactive, partaking in an activity with another person, board games, 
discovery exercises and challenges are interactive. 
 
Demonstrations can include staff demonstrating particular activities, (throwing a pot on a 
wheel) mechanical or digital models (showing how a draw bridge works) and working 
replicas of artefacts (an electric dynamo) 
This type of media can enliven a story, provide different perspectives, engage the audience 
with multi-layered activity. The choice should be appropriate to the message and consider 
how many people can use the media at any one time. The design should address the 
physical and intellectual abilities of the end user. 
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Models 
Models can describe concepts (how things change over time), processes, (technical 
/ evolutionary) things that no longer exist( dinosaurs) or that you cannot see( 
molecules) They can be static, mechanical or digital.  
 
Audio Visual 
Depending on what is ultimately required, making a film from scratch can a very 
elaborate and costly process. 
Technology does allow for simple productions such as taking a vox-pop on a particular 
issue, recording memoirs and interviews with your visitors. This can be very valuable to 
the overall exhibition experience- it connects with the visitor, enables them to contribute 
to the exhibition, and can also be a visitor survey tool. 
Most AV presentations involve existing film footage - often old footage which needs to be 
digitally upgraded. For people standing on their feet, the average length of a film should 
be kept to 4 minutes. 
The audio aspect needs to be considered- how easily a person can hear it and on quiet 
days how annoying it can be for the staff. By running subtitles on a screen the sound can 
be reduced and this of course helps the hard of hearing. An induction loop should be 
provided in an AV theatre. 
Telephone handsets are preferable to headphones and should include inductive 
couplers. A written transcript of audios should be available for people who have severe 
hearing difficulty hearing. 
 
Lighting- exhibits and people 
Natural and artificial lighting influences atmosphere, 
can guide people through a space, can have an 
emotional effect, is critical to safety and comfort of the 
visitor and critical to the safety of object.  
In areas where lighting must be very low the light level 
should be reduced slowly as the person approaches 
the gallery so their eyes can adjust to the change. 
 
In general, for a 3 meter high ceiling, light fittings 
should be fixed approximately 450 mm out from the 
wall and cast onto the panel. The further back a light 
fitting is the most likely it will cast the shadow of the 
person trying to read the panel. 
 
 
When ordering light fittings, go for a reputable brand name, track mounted and usually 
low voltage. 
Keep a written record of each type of lamp used (wattage, colour and beam angle) and it’s 
location in the exhibition. Consideration should be given to light levels needed when 
cleaning an exhibition area. 
 
A good fitting should have 
• Recessed or hidden lamp ( bulb) 
• Adjustable baffles so light can be directed 
• Allow for different beam angles and intensities of light 
• Filter accessories so that light colour can be changed 
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Showcases 
 
Main features:  
Image from Click Netherfield 

 
 
If you are making a display case use acrylic, glass, natural timber or formaldehyde free 
MDF known as ZFMDF 
Do not place objects directly on MDF- have a material in between such as glass, acrylic, a 
fabric or a solid PVC. 
Never place silver in a case or box made from MDF  
Never use felt in a display case 
Fabric from Creation Baumann “Ultra” range is approved by the British Museum for use 
in showcases. It costs approximately €45 per linear meter and is1500 wide. Fabric 
should be ordered “on the roll” not folded.  
 
 
 
Artefact display 
List all the objects that are available for display noting their dimensions, condition and 
display restrictions. 
 
Identify the display requirements- open plinth, floor standing with barrier, simple dust 
protection, sealed showcase, object supports, cradles etc. 
 
Look at possible groupings and positions of objects in terms of your 
storyline/message.  
 
Allow for the position of captions when planning object layouts. 
 
Up to 1 inch of dust builds up per month in exhibition areas. If your object displays/ cases 
are not dust proof or tightly sealed, they will require cleaning at least once a month 
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2.2 Budgets 
 
Production costs for permanent exhibitions can range from less than €000’s to many 
€million. 
In budgeting for the full construction of a permanent exhibition allow €2,500 per square 
meter for an initial budget guide. 
This does not include any building works, marketing or promotional work, professional 
fees (design, research, QS,) or VAT. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 

 
Showcases 
A showcase measuring approximately 1m wide x 1m deep x 1.5m high can cost between 
€5,000 to €15,000 per unit depending on the construction material, glass thickness, 
lighting and internal finishes used. 
Click-Netherfield provides a variety of standard cases and also manufacture bespoke 
designs. 
 
Audio Visual and computer based interactive productions 
Costs are often split into production- programme /production design and hardware- the 
screens, speakers, wiring etc.  
Audio visual production costs are dependent on the length of time for final production 
(average 3-5 minutes), sound, running captions and the quality of the original material 
being edited. 
 
Interactive replica and demonstration models 
Computer based interactives range in cost from €5,000 to  + €000,000’s  
for production. 
The cost for replicas and demonstration models depend on the detail, complexity, safety 
and security requirements. 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Joinery 

 
37.53% 

Electrical 9.06% 

AV / computer elements 17.35% 

Graphic Product. 6.18% 

Models- replica/demo 16.87% 

Research/ copyright fees 2.36% 
Other Items 
e.g. exhibit & S/C dressing, photography, conservation etc 

% allocation to exhibition elements based on costs of four projects of various 
sizes. 

 
 

 
10.65% 
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Graphic production 
Design and production of the artwork for a graphic panel can range from €80 to €800 per 
panel depending on complexity of the design. 
 
Designers usually agree a fixed fee for a total number and separate out costs for 
variations. Design does not include the production of special illustrations. 
 

Special illustrations range from     €200 to €1000’s  

Production of a graphic panel on heavy card    €80  
 
Production of graphic panel on foam core board   €120  
(suitable for a temporary exhibition)  
 
Production of a graphic panel on 12 mm MDF   €220- €700 

Production of a graphic panel on MDF,  
with 3-D lettering and special finishes    €500  
 
Installation cost is separate 
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2.3 Order of Tasks 
 
Research 
List the institutions/archives/ specialist advisors you need for sources of detailed 
information and material such as images, footage, recordings, objects etc.  
Check the lead time for acquiring material.  
Check loan conditions and copyright fees.  
 
Design and editorial layout 
Draw up the sequence of the story or messages, what message goes where, how it will 
be presented and allocate what you already have to support that message (collection 
images etc)  
Identify what extra “elements” you need to get this could range from staff roles for 
activities/ demonstrations, physical fittings such as graphic panels, lighting for the 
panels, costumes, games  
Quantify the elements that make up the exhibition 
 
Media 
For the different media chosen, list what is required to produce them and make them 
work when in the exhibition- power supply, images, text, references for models, etc. 
Some of these elements may themselves require specialist work- for example an editor for  
 
Acquire costs  
Write up briefs for suppliers/ contractors to include a description of what you want, the 
audience type it is for, the number who will use it, how you want it to perform, what 
aspect of story or message it is to tell and when you want the finished “item”.  
Ask for a programme of work outlining what will be done in stages that meet the deadline.  
 
Get competitive costs for the different elements   
Ask suppliers for examples and references of previous relevant work.  
 
Contract the works 
Whether on or off site, arrange to see the work in progress. 
 
Installation 
This is where you might experience the most difficulty as different suppliers come to site 
it requires tight co-ordination. 
The principle is all dirty work must be carried out first.  
Follow with painting work… 
Then hardware installations such as graphic panels, monitors, furniture… 
Then delicate installations such as digital programmes and light fittings … 
Then the sensitive elements such as your objects, captions and any items that require 
security. 
 
Finally focus your lights. 
 
 
…or get in the professionals and stop worrying! 
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2.4 Professional Services  
 
Exhibitions are as varied at their subject matter-visual arts, science and technology, 
natural environment, historic site, social, political, environmental, religious….They may 
have a narrative base with a specific storyline, activities base, thematic base… They may 
be permanent, temporary or travelling. 
Whatever the nature of the exhibition, the process for creating a successful solution 
demands a robust team with strong in communication, creative innovation, technical 
know how and competent logistical skills. 
The key professional design skills required to implement an exhibition project would 
include: 
 
Interpretative planning 
This service includes reviewing the research materials, assessing the site and building, 
assessing the existing/ target audience, producing an overall development plan outline, 
identify throughput and visitor flow, identifying the messages; the visitor experience(s), 
facilities and amenities required and a collections and conservation plan. Bringing all the 
elements together into an interpretative plan with budget, timescale allocation of 
resources and further resources required. 
 
Exhibit design 
Three dimensional design addresses flooring, lighting, showcases, models, display 
housings, structures and other furniture (fixed or loose) and all finishes. The stages of 
work include  overall layout and editorial planning, exhibit detailing, technical and 
material specifications. The exhibition designer is responsible for briefing, programming 
and co-ordinating all the work, project management and controlling costs. 
 
Graphic or two dimensional design addresses promotional materials, branding, 
brochures, signage (internal or external) exhibition text panels, educational literature 
and exhibition elements such as text panels, imagery, instructional, captions etc. 
 
Research 
A researcher collates all the necessary information for the designers – the artefacts list 
and dimensions, factual content, images and reference materials. The researcher usually 
works very closely with the client initially and then with the designers and specialist 
advisors as the concept design is being generated. The researcher may also prepare the 
draft text for exhibition elements such as panels and scripts for audio-visual productions. 
 
Editorial 
Editorial work is extremely specialised and styled to suit the nature of the exhibition 
and the audience i.e. for promotional exhibitions a copy editor, for historical exhibitions 
publishing editors etc. 
 
Specialist advisors (if not part of the client body) are often needed to assist with the true 
representation of elements within an exhibition. For example if a display is dealing with 
geology and advisor may be sought to confirm that a particular creative approach does 
not misinform a visitor. 
 
 
 

 



Museum Display Workshop Part Two      Ann Scroope 

scroope design,  courtmacsherry, west cork,  ireland      tel: +353 (0)87 2357538   email: scroope@scroope.com 	  

2.5 Further Information  
 
Some sources 
 
The Disability Act 2005 
The National Disability Authority/Centre for Excellence in Universal Design 
 
Smithsonian Guidelines for Accessible Exhibition Design (google) 
 
Second Level Support Services Transition Year Programme  
Education Centre  http://www.pdst.ie/publications  
 
National Learning Network Ltd (provides staff training on communicating with people with 
disabilities) Roslyn Park, Sandymount, Dublin 4  
 
 
 
Some Further Reading 
 
McLean Kathleen, Planning for People in Museum Exhibitions, 1993,  
Association of Science-Technology Centers 
 
Barry Siuban, Organising an Exhibition, 1991, Gandon Editions  
 
Thomson Garry, The Museum Environment, 1986, Butterworth & Co. 
 
The National Museums of Scotland, “ Designing Exhibitions to Include People with 
Disabilities, A Practical Guide” 
 
Nolan Gail, Designing Exhibition to Include People with Disabilities, 1997, NMS 
Publishing 
 
Velarde Giles, Designing Exhibitions, 2001, Ashgate Publishing Limited 
 
Barker Peter, Barrick Jon, Wilson Rod, Building Sight, 1995, HMSO Publications 
Kinsella Gerry,  
 
Buildings For Everyone, National Rehabilitation Board, 1998 
 
PD 5454:2012 Guide for the storage and exhibition of archival materials 
British Standard Document, March 2012 


