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…the nature of our buildings and streets affects our behavior, affects the way we feel about ourselves and, importantly, how we get along with others.

At the small museum, there are no inflated expectations, no pretensions, and no awful waits. The exhibitions may be small and somewhat idiosyncratic, but they mirror the small, somewhat idiosyncratic world we know, close to home.

Members of our museum community write often about inclusion and of the ‘new town square’, which they wish museums to become. This paper, entitled ‘Threshold Fear’, contends that there are both physical and programmatic barriers that make it difficult for the uninitiated to experience the museum. The term ‘threshold fear’ was once relegated to the field of psychology but is now used in a broader context to mean the constraints people feel that prevent them from participating in activities meant for them.
 To lower these perceived impediments, the fear-inducing stimulus must be reduced or dissolved. There has been little discussion within the museum field about the aspects of museum spaces that are intentionally welcoming and help to build community. There has been, in fact, a disjuncture between museums’ programmatic interest in inclusion and the architectural program of space development - a gap which this paper tries to redress.

Museums clearly have thresholds that rise to the level of impediments, real and imagined, for the sectors of our population who remain infrequent visitors. The thresholds in question may be actual physical barriers - design ingredients that add to resistance - and other more subtle elements such as architectural style and its meaning to the potential visitor, wayfinding language, and complicated and unfamiliar entrance sequences. Further hindrances include the community’s attitude toward the institution, the kind and amount of available public transportation, the admission charges and how they are applied, the organization of the front desk, sensitivity to many different handicapping needs, the security system upon entering, and staff behavior toward unfamiliar folk. My thesis is that when museum management becomes interested in the identification, isolation and reduction of each of these thresholds, they will be rewarded over time by an increased and broadened pattern of use, though the reduction of these thresholds is not sufficient by itself.

I started with the assumption that most museums wanted to broaden their audiences, that is, they wanted the profile of visitors to include more people from minority, immigrant, school drop-out, and working class groups than was currently the case. I further believed that in order to achieve that aim, there would need to be a multi-layered approach which would include elements less well known and often untried, because many museums had experimented with programmes alone and had been largely unsuccessful in changing their visitation patterns over the long term. I postulated that if we worked with theories of city planning and paid better attention to the aspects of space creation and planning that helped build community, museums might be more successful in their goal of inclusion - especially when they combined this work with the elements they were already using - expanded programming, community liaisons, and targeted free or reduced admissions. Trying all these options together, museums might finally solve the difficult long-standing problem of the narrow demographics of current museum users.

I sought to look at other institutions I believed served a broader audience, and, while not in exactly the same business as museums, had sufficient similarities to serve as useful examples. The institutions I felt bore further scrutiny were zoos, libraries, for-profit attractions and shopping malls.

Now, after researching the topic, I am less certain that broadening the audience for museums is achievable in general. Museums of real inclusion may be possible only if other competing traditional aspirations are discarded. On a continuum, individual museums can be positioned from cultural icon to home-town club-house with many stops in between. Cultural icons serve very important purposes but these, I have reluctantly begun to realise, may be quite different from, and perhaps even mutually exclusive with, museums focused on community well-being. Sadder but wiser, I will argue that there are certain subtle things we can do related to space and city planning that will help those who are really interested in broadening their visitation. But this prescription probably excludes many museums, and maybe that is just as well. Decisions about space do have a correspondence with mission. That thesis remains intact. However, it is my view that the mission to create a ‘temple of the contemplative’, for example, has an easier correlation with both traditional and contemporary architecture then does the mission to create a welcoming inclusionary museum.

That many museums do not really wish to become more inclusionary institutions is the subject for a different paper. Let me preview that elusive next paper as follows. We know a lot about the amalgamated profile of current museum users. The typical visitor is well educated, relatively affluent, and generally has a wage earner who is white collar or professional within the family unit. Many museums, like good commercial product marketers, are programmed to satisfy this niche market - their current users.
 Many museums, especially the more notable ones, are important elements of the tourism infrastructure of the metropolis that surrounds them, and tourism is primarily a middle and upper class activity. These same institutions are described in the ‘quality of life’ bumbf that is intended to elicit more managerial level business relocation, an aspiration intended to enlarge the financial base. Finally, and maybe not surprisingly, visitors and non-visitors alike may not wish museums to change because most citizens separate their belief in the value of museums from their actual use of them.

I will postulate that to become truly inclusionary, a museum must provide services seen by the user as essential, available on-demand, timely and personally driven. The definition of essential has to do with the personal impulsion to transform an internal inquiry into action. Thus going to the library to get a book on how to fix the leaking sink makes the library an essential place. To change an institution from ‘nice to have’ to ‘essential’ is difficult. For most museums, concentrating on being the storehouse of the treasures of humanity may seem like virtue enough regardless of the use visitors make of them. I will consider some of the space elements that can either help or hinder the mission of the museum, focusing on those elements that foster inclusion - should the museum wish to add space to their programmatic arsenal for just that purpose, understanding that many may not.

For architects, designing a museum is among the most coveted commissions of the day and iconic architecture frequently turns out to stimulate increased attendance. It is the typical affluent educated museum-goer who is much impressed with the current architectural emphasis of museum buildings. Thus the creation of new architecture will increase, at least for a limited time, the quantity of users without necessarily changing its demographics.

But, when architects do not care about the needs of the visitor - as happens more often than I care to report - especially if visitor needs are seen to interfere with artistic vision, architects create museums that are difficult to use. These inhospitalities reinforce the non-welcoming nature of museums overall and add to the discouragement of the tentative user. That is a problem both of new buildings and the augustly overwhelming museums of the past.

If the architect wants to combine a really interesting building with one that is welcoming to the novice user then, I would contend, he or she must be interested in hospitable and less intimidating spaces, a plethora of easily locatable human amenities, and wayfinding that is understandable. The grand museums assert monumentality and make their presentation as revered but not necessarily comfortable icons. Very few new buildings of note have been reviewed as friendly and comfortable. There are exceptions of course; the Picasso Museum in a historic building refurbishment in the Marais in Paris, and the I. M. Pei designed Herbert F. Johnson Museum of Art of Cornell University, come to mind. 

With these thoughts in mind, in the following sections I will draw upon a number of architectural planning theories, in order to consider some of the spatial and the related organisational problems of the museum. This will lead to a list of suggestions as to some of the small changes museums might make to become more inclusionary.

Congregant spaces

The populace needs and has many congregant public spaces at its disposal. There are theoreticians who believe that in order to maintain a peaceful society, people need access to three kinds of spaces - spaces for family and friends (our most intimate relationships), places for work, and places where it is safe to interact with strangers.
 The last category has important meaning beyond the functions they overtly serve. That these places exist and are available to strangers reassures the public there is order and wellbeing to be found in populated centers. Whenever these places are considered unsafe for any reason they are abandoned, sometimes permanently, and society becomes more Balkanized.

The congregant places organized for strangers fall into a surprisingly long list. They include (but are not limited to):

· Transportation hubs like railway stations and airports and the transportation vehicles themselves;

· Religious gathering places like churches, mosques, and synagogues;

· Places of commercial transactions large and small such as shopping malls, markets, public streets lined with shops, and the shops themselves;

· Places organized for eating and socializing such as restaurants, pubs, and bars;

· Places used for recreation such as bathing beaches and parks;

· Civic buildings that are organized to do the people’s work such as judicial courts and town halls; 

· And places that hold access to information and/or present experiences. These include libraries and archives, theatres and concert halls, athletic arenas, schools and public spaces used for celebrations like parades and pageants.

It is to this last segment - those sites that hold access to information and experiences - that museums, historic houses, zoos, botanic gardens, and historic sites belong.

All civic spaces used by strangers have some commonalities, and many kinds of civic spaces have more in common with certain museums than with others. There are elements of libraries, zoos, shopping malls, attractions, stadiums, and train stations that can become models for museums. It has been unfortunate that museum personnel have often felt that associating themselves with the kinds of congregant spaces on this list is a disservice to their own uniqueness and status. I would suggest the contrary.

The city planning theory of Jane Jacobs and her followers
Architectural theorists and city planners refer to physical spaces offering a variety of services often co-located in residential areas, as ‘mixed-use space’. Mixed-use spaces can be small, found within one strip mall, one city street, and one building, or so large so that they encompass whole sections of cities. It is these mixed-used spaces that particularly interest such theorists as Jane Jacobs.
 Studies of these spaces have had a profound effect on the development of planned communities and the refurbishment of downtown cities. The theorists have postulated that the broadest array of users inhabit locations that house a multitude of offerings, products selling for a wide band of prices, a combination of useful services (shoe repair, pharmacy, etc.) mixed with more exotic specialties, open hours that are as close to around-the-clock as possible, residential units, public amenities such as seating, and, most importantly, reliance on foot traffic.

They go on to postulate that these mixed-use spaces are perceived as safe to use because they are busy, lighted, and have many people present all the time, including ‘regulars’ and ‘lurkers’ who are vigilant and proprietary but also welcoming, exemplifying a peaceful and even friendly code of behavior that can be easily perceived by strangers.

Since the 1970’s, in addition to an explosion of new museum buildings and commissions for high-profile architects, museums have also become keystones to economic revival plans in urban settings recognized as having positive fiscal impacts for the city. In addition, a change in the economic base of museums from philanthropic and governmental support to an emphasis on earned income through the creation of larger and more prominent retail activities within the museum, has profoundly revised the architectural program needed for museums and has changed museums (inadvertently) into mixed-use spaces.  
Museums now offer mixed-use spaces providing exhibitions, programmes, restaurants and cafes, shopping, and party spaces under one roof. Museums often either incorporate or are adjacent to public transport, and to other services (child care, schools, performance spaces, parks and additional food and shopping opportunities). As they incorporate or align themselves with such services, they become a thoroughfare for a broader population, who may have different motivations for entering, different stay-lengths, and who use the facility during different times of the day. This quality of mixed-use can also be seen in zoos, libraries, and shopping malls.

Architectural program planning

There has been little overt discussion within the museum field about the spatial considerations that might assist in increased service to a wider community. There has often been a disjuncture between the museums’ professed programmatic interest in inclusion and the resultant architectural program of space development. I have often found that prior to embarking on construction of a new expansion or building, the senior museum personnel have not understood the architectural process sufficiently so that they did not understand the relationship between programmatic intention and physical planning. This has allowed the museum’s strategic direction and its architectural development to diverge. 

Architectural writing, beginning in the 1960’s, is full of humanistic philosophy, behavioral design, and a keen interest in the creation and sustainability of ‘livable’ cities.
 Finding this disjuncture between many contemporary museum buildings and the philosophy espoused, I conclude that the people involved (both on the architectural and museum teams) did not realize that the new architectural literature could positively affect building plans (or were not sympathetic to the theories espoused).

My extensive experience working with architects and museums on architectural program planning is illuminating. Firstly, most museum staff do not know that a process called architectural program planning exists; they think in terms of blue prints and do not know that there is a pre-requisite step that focuses on volumes and adjacencies, which is driven by the articulated programmatic needs of the museum. They are often not coached by the architect about the process and do not do a thorough-going job in stating their philosophy, their specific programmatic needs, or their future aspirations. One cannot hope to have a building that corresponds to the philosophic aspirations of the museum leadership without first divining the strategy directions of the museum and translating those into binding architectural terms. Secondly, some, though certainly not all, architects are happier to gloss over this planning stage because without it the architect is left with much more artistic freedom. Finally, boards of directors, government officials, and directors are often blinded by the aspiration to build a museum that will enter the world stage by virtue of architectural excellence and novelty. So they come to believe that putting programmatic or even budget constraints on the architect will only point out their own philistine-like nature. And some architects are happy to capitalize on that fear.

These three situations work against having an architectural program plan of any specificity or rigor. When a museum lacks a specific guiding programmatic document, it becomes difficult to judge all subsequent designs against the plan as the museum’s basic evaluation tool. In this regard, it does not matter if we are talking about new building, refurbishment of existing structures, or even just rearrangement of the current fit-out. My advice to my many clients is that the architectural program plan is the most critical element in the building process.

Location neutral ground

City planners, imbued with the theories of Jane Jacobs and the other communitarians, are increasingly interested in enriching the services and liveliness of neighborhoods by enhancing one’s ability to walk around, expanding public transport and creating easily accessible parking in an off-site location. There are some institutions that are seen to be on neutral ground, equally available to all people, and others that seem intentionally isolated and relatively unavailable. Location and placement often create, overtly or inadvertently, turf boundaries where citizens believe that the spaces in question are reserved predominately for a small segment of society. I am old enough to remember the protests and legal action over the then legal segregation of swimming pools and playgrounds in my country. Ending legal segregation did not necessarily end de facto segregation. Some of these very same swimming pools are still almost exclusively used by either blacks or whites because the area surrounding the pool, while no longer legally segregated, is virtually so. The creation of such non-neutral space can be unintentionally thoughtless or intentionally off-putting.

Museums must look at their own locations with care. It seems axiomatic that the more accessible the location, the more likely will be a heterogeneous group of users. What constitutes site ‘ownership’ is not always apparent. The regular clientele of one local pub may be a clique established by custom despite the fact that there may be many to choose from within a close proximity.

Museums in once neutral ground can become segregated by changes in resident patterns in the surrounding neighborhood. Similarly, non-neutral space can be turned into more inclusive space by the acceptance and even encouragement of public activities taking place inside and outside that change the perception of use. The Brooklyn Museum of Art, finding their forecourt used by skateboarders, invited them to continue rather then having them ousted. Turf ownership, therefore, while seemingly entrenched, turns out to be mutable.

The common understanding by potential visitors of how safe or dangerous the surrounding neighborhood will be becomes an important factor in deciding to visit. New Yorkers’ perception of the safety of any borough other than middle and lower Manhattan makes visiting museums in the other boroughs adventurous and seemingly fraught with danger for Manhattanites. It is interesting to watch the visitor’s hesitation when getting off the subway trying to locate the Museum of Modern Art now that it is in its temporary location in Long Island City, Queens. The reverse is true when the decision is made to visit the Metropolitan Museum of Art by a Queens' resident. That is also an activity of some adventure. I know, I grew up in Queens.

Learning the resources before visiting

Civic sophistication can sometimes be measured by the ease that citizens have in using available resources. In effect, research management occupies part of everyone’s daily transactions. ‘Which shop will have the specific material we might need?’ and ‘Is the owner reliable?’ Much of the most readily available information comes by talking to trusted intimates. Thus word of mouth and street credibility has much to do with use. 

In the museum world, we are more reliant on previous satisfied users than we understand. Most of our new users are people who know and trust someone who have already been there. So if we do not pierce the many strata of our community - economic, cultural, educational, etc., - we are, perforce, limiting access to whole segments of users. Spending more time cultivating adventurous pioneers by giving them reliable sources of information, and developing positive street credibility, is an essential task for institutions who wish for wider attendance.

Getting there
In Britain (as in many countries) there is an increased reliance on automobile transportation. A study reports over fifty percent of all children’s trips involve riding in a car, and there is a much-decreased use of the bicycle.
 This means that children can go fewer places on their own. For the parents it means that those things that can be done within walking distance of one parking stop are easier to contemplate than several errands each needing its own exclusive parking. Hence the growth of the shopping mall and the increase of pedestrian traffic associated with convenient parking.

Here again, museums embedded within public walking thoroughfares can more easily become casual visits and even multiple visits - an ingredient often seen in the more ‘essential’ institutions, such as libraries, which accommodate short, focused, and efficient visitation. The monumentality of the large museum set off by itself, with its need to accommodate the parking of its patrons in a sea of black top or the added cost of a parking garage, mitigates against casual use.

In UK, there are a series of fascinating web sites that look at social exclusion and its relation to public transportation. One study in particular looks both at the issues of the interconnectedness between public transport availability and the knowledge required for using transport to unfamiliar sites.
 It seems all too evident that lack of available public transport coupled with inexperience makes it less likely for the non-user population to visit. However if the motivation is high enough, such as ‘seeing the doctor’ or ‘going for a job interview’, the person will brave the trip if possible.

Once pubic transport is in place and experienced users ride along with the inexperienced, visitation increases to certain places. Yet, there is only occasional interest in the museum sector to view public transport as an essential ingredient toward enlarged public use.

Entering

Once potential visitors have gotten themselves to the front door, it seems easy, on the surface, to enter a museum, without the potentially comfortable task of revealing too much personal information. Actually, visitors need to reveal quite a lot. They need to demonstrate that they can afford the price of admission, by paying. If they visit during weekday hours, assumtions will be made that they are on holiday, unemployed, retired, a student, or somehow not in the workforce. Visitors must dress and behave superficially ‘normal’ in order to be allowed to remain in the building. Most of these assessments, and any anxieties they may engender, rest within the potential visitors’ minds, of course. But this mental projection is very real to the novice user and impossible to ameliorate except by training our museum personnel to become sincere, but not effusive, welcomers. 

Much of the initial person-to-person engagement begins at the admissions desk. Because this is a direct interpersonal transaction, the collection of charges, I believe, is the single biggest disincentive for entering. Charges make visits to the museum an “outing” rather than a useful casual drop-in errand. A look at the free museums located on pedestrian ways often shows a steady stream of users who are pursuing short-time or casual activities. By eliminating charges, the museum eliminates this scrutiny from the encounter. I contend this will go a long way toward the reduction of threshold fear.

Unfortunately eliminating charges itself does not seem to change the demographic make-up of visitors. Many museums in the United Kingdom have gone from free to charges and back to free again. In the process they learned that the total number of visitors falls precipitately when charges are inserted and rise again when that is reversed, but the demographics of their users do not appreciably change.

It is helpful if the novice visitor can figure out the process of entering by passive watching from an anonymous location. A large lobby, or one visible from the outdoors, helps. Large railroad stations allow for such decoding.

More recently, because of perceived security needs in many countries, the encounter that precedes admissions is the most threatening of all – security checking, requiring surveillance by a police-like person. I look forward to the day when museums will eliminate security in their entrance sequence. Passing a security checkpoint is a very high threshold for anyone. That is why few libraries and fewer shopping malls use overt security screeners in their entrances. I am convinced that they are just as vulnerable as museums, but remain more anxious to serve their public.

Malls and other animals

A review of the organization of shopping malls in most countries gives credence to the rightness of the Jacobs philosophy. Shopping mall design intentionally includes the ability to enter anonymously, the possibility of sitting and strolling without committing to organized activity. These amenities allow ‘lurkers’ - unfamiliar users - to figure out the services and customs required without drawing attention to themselves. Malls offer simple access to easily understood facilities such as toilets, and there are plenty of opportunities to socialize while eating. Finally they welcome multi-generational groups and increasingly try to understand packs of adolescents who find strolling and meeting in the mall their main avenue of socializing. Museums, though they currently don’t think so, might be lucky if they found themselves with this problem. While museums have many of the same amenities as the mall, the use of them requires passing an entrance sequence described above. 

The lobby of a museum, like the strolling spaces of malls, can become meeting places for people who may not intend to visit the exhibitions. What mall designers understand is the notion of ‘impulse buying’ (if you are there anyway, you might discover you need something). I believe museums must begin to value impulse visiting, that is savoring a small segment of the museum for a short segment of time. All of that will require museums to think of themselves differently.

It is sometimes surprising to find out the reasons why some civic spaces are more popular than others. Zoos provide venues for picnicking with food brought from home. Therefore they allow groups (those that have dietary restrictions or who do not trust food from strangers) to come to a public place and inadvertently socialize with others. In a community meeting I held recently in Israel, it was for these reasons that the Zoo was the last remaining neutral public space in Jerusalem used by family groups who were otherwise fearful of each other. Jerusalem’s Bloomfield Science Museum decided that it too could arrange for picnic tables and refrigerators, so that, in the hopeful future when a more tentative peace might emerge, they too could be a location for social interaction between strangers.

Learning from Disney and other attractions about the importance of customer service, there are now customer-friendly hosts in many museums. These hosts, if they represent the community and are sensitively trained, make the experience more understandable and less alien for the novice. In Jacobs' terms, visitor service personnel act as ‘regulars’ offering reassurance and knowledge on the one hand and demonstrating the behavior norms required, on the other.

There are other space considerations that can be learned from the other institutions I have suggested as models - malls, zoos, attractions and libraries - that could increase use by a wider population:

· Create spaces for small group interaction and for private contemplation. See that they don’t interfere with each other.

· Have help staff available who are posted in a physical location that can be seen, but without requiring interaction from anyone.

· Train visitor services staff not to be intrusive but still welcoming, using many different cultural groups and non-native speakers.

· Fight for public transportation to the door, and look for physical reorientation of the building that minimizes the necessity for cars and parking lots and is directed toward public transportation and foot traffic.

· Introduce more visitor amenities such as seating, toilets, cafes, and baby spaces with easy access to all.

· Watch for the ways the public actually uses the building, and then formalize these unexpected and even serendipitous uses.

· Revamp systems to focus on avenues of self-directed learning like browsing in the library. This probably means visible access to the collections themselves or at least access to collections information without intercession of staff.

· Set the hours of operation to suit the neighborhood rather than the staff.

· Accept behaviour, clothing choice, sound level, and styles of interaction that are consistent with norms of courtesy of the individuals’ community. 

· Trust the visitor so that intrusive security can be minimized. Organizing for the best in people is a risk worth taking.

· Finally and most importantly, understand the importance visitors place on ‘seeing the evidence’ and so encourage interaction with three dimensional experiences. Our special legitimacy remains visual access to physical things.

The repair of the dead mall and other conclusions

When a mall begins to lose income or even ‘dies’ there is an economic imperative to fix it, tear it down or re-purpose it. A website run by Los Angeles Forum held a competition to fix ‘dead malls’.
 The winning entries offer fascinating glimpses of what architects and merchants think is needed to enhance the usage of moribund shopping centers.

One entrant used the following four categories for redesign into useful spaces: 1. Big box cathedral – gathering, 2. Global vortex – raving, 3. Elastic bazaar – wandering, and 4. Smart mobs – swarming. Even the words chosen for the categories intrigue me. Imagine if there were museums who wished for raving and swarming. I think these word choices (and the rest of the website) foretell of the kinds of spaces needed for increased museum use.

Museums remain one of the important congregant spaces in any community. To encourage use by all citizens we need to be more sensitive to the space requirements that make it clear the visitor is welcome. It is my hope that as we readjust the way we build, repair and reinstall museums we will invite more citizens to join us. I once said I wished museum audiences to be as diverse as those to be found at any given moment in Grand Central Station. Mindful that some do not share my vision, I hope for that more today than ever.
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