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Strategies to engage visitors through
mobile technologies: considerations
from the experimental action

—> DAVIDE SPALLAZZO

The need of sociality and engagement aroused by social networks,
whether we consider it positive or not, is rapidly changing what we expect
from a museum experience and the role we play as visitors of museums.

Museum-goers are increasingly expecting to play an active rather than
passive role in their visit, to enter a constructive dialogue with content
and the institution, (Tallon and Walker 2008) and to be engaged in dis-

cussing and, eventually, in creating content (Simon 2010).

The one-size-fits-all model that is still dominant in most cultural
institutions is giving way to an emerging trend that implies meeting visi-
tors halfway, attempting to customise offerings based on visitor interests
and desires in an effort to engage audiences and bring museums back to
a relevant social role.

This so-called audience engagement encourages active participation
in the museum experience and considers visitors not only as passive
receivers of unidirectional communications, but as cultural producers that
can be enriched by and, in turn, enrich the cultural experience.

Museums put increasing emphasis on people and their stories, present-
ing the exhibited objects not only for their artistic, historical or social
significance but also for their ability to “unfold narratives and suggest  previous PaGE, IMG. 35

inferences” (Delgado 2009, 8) and to “spark conversation” (Simon 2010, — An expert user during
the first session of test at

127), thus allowing them to act as social objects. Museo Diocesano di Milano.
Photo by Davide Spallazzo.
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According to Elena Delgado the meaning itself of a museum relies
on the stories it is able to create around objects: “The significance of a
museum lies not only in its collection, but also in the reflections and
insights it is able to trigger around the objects, the knowledge it provides
and the multiple visions and interpretations it offers on the heritage in its

care” (Delgado 2009, 8).

Following this line, the museum is responsible for providing tools that
visitors can freely use to build their own stories around the cultural assets,
or at the very least, to provide them with a multi-faceted and layered view
of the objects it has on exhibit.

Museums that shift towards this active style of audience engagement
bring into question their established role as suggested by Wyman and
colleagues: “What was once primarily a voice of authority speaking to
the public through exhibition display and publications has dramatical-
ly turned, in many places, into a multi-faceted experience that invites
conversations and interactions with visitors” (Wyman et al. 2011, 462).

Visitors” active engagement seems then to be a way to create a new
relationship between cultural institutions and their audience. At the same
time it stimulates reflection on the exhibited objects and, in so doing, it
complicates the very construction of meaning, as that operation becomes
partly delegated to visitors themselves.

It’s no surprise then that Hooper-Greenhill describes museum-based
learning as a performance to which museum-goers participate actively
(Hooper-Greenhill, 2007), hands-on and minds-on. In her interpretation,
the construction of meaning in museums is something physical, bodily
engaged, whose styles are influenced by the nature, pace, and range of this
bodily movement (Hooper-Greenhill, 2007).

Active engagement with audiences can also manifest through the social
side of a museum experience, as underlined by Nina Simon, who describes
five possible levels of social engagement for the participatory museum,
ranging from the passive consumption of contents to direct social relations
with strangers (Simon 2010).

'The visit is indeed basically a social activity and even the museum-goers
that prefer to see an exhibition alone share the museum spaces and its
resources with other visitors and, eventually, compete for them.

Engaging audiences requires the undertaking of a range of different
actions aimed at empowering visitors, thus deeply modifying the
established relationship between cultural institutions and their audiences.

MOBILE TECHNOLOGIES FOR AUDIENCE ENGAGEMENT

The experimental action discussed in this book moves in the direction
of active visitor engagement. This effort aims to put visitors in the role
of cultural producers, stimulating reflection about religious issues that
emerge from the exhibited paintings, and cultivating an environment
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for dialogue and confrontation. This action is pursued with the support
of digital technologies. In particular, mobile devices are employed as a
trigger for social engagement, not only creating a participatory space
for a multifaceted and layered interpretation of the artwork, but also
as a means to spur social questions and discuss broader and sometimes

difficult topics.

How best to achieve this goal is a central question of this project. In
other words, we wanted to query how to make use of this tool in an
unusual, or better still, unconventional way to pursue these stated aims, as
generally speaking, the employment of mobile technologies in museums
and cultural institutions is strongly related to personal interpretation and
to passive consumption of audio and, more recently, video content.

More broadly, the discussion regarding the employment of mobile tech-
nologies to support the museum experience is still open and reflects the
inherently contradictory nature of this technology, which was developed
primarily as—and still is—a strictly personal technology, and yet allows for
real time connection and exchange with other users and facilitates social
molecularization.

'The internet, which the majority of devices can access anytime and any-
where, is indeed “the bonding glue behind the scenes” (Wyman et al. 2011,
464) that transforms a single portable and personal device into a portal to a
social, albeit technologically-mediated, world.

This dichotomy is well-reflected in the most advanced applications of mo-
bile technology in the cultural sector that pursue, on one side, a high level
of personalization of content and, on the other, the social engagement of
visitors.

Gammon and Burch grasp the positive aspects of both approaches, arguing
that “the advantages of digital technology center on its ability to connect
users with other learners, to provide opportunities to explore and construct
models of real-world systems, and to represent data in different forms”
(Gammon and Burch 2008, 36). They also suggest that mobile devices can
be employed to build communities of learners and to allow existing social
interactions to continue.

Walker focuses on the social/collective role mobile technologies can play in
a cultural environment, underlining how these tools can shift from vehicles
of content delivery to social construction of meaning, thus bridging private

and public interactions (Walker 2008).

The contradiction inherent to mobile technology is actually the source
of its success and it’s up to cultural institutions to exploit its potentials to
create experiences that meet visitors halfway, allowing a satisfactory balance
of personalization and participation.

From a theoretical point of view, mobile technology seems to have the
capacity to empower visitors and engage them actively in the visit experi-
ence. The experimental action conducted at Museo Diocesano di Milano
partially demonstrated this, but it’s also important to note that creating
a mobile experience that works towards this aim is not an easy task and
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several aspects must be taken into consideration. Enacting the two ap-
proaches described above, i.e. personalization and participation, entails
determining the right balance between what is provided to visitors and what
they can contribute.

Furthermore the experience itself must be engaging enough to stimulate
visitors’ participation and encourage them to contribute. As discussed by
Simon in her essay (Simon 2010), fostering active engagement in the
museum requires a careful design of the experience and a special sensitivity,
especially when dealing with topics such as religion and faith.

FROM THEORY TO PRACTICE

Working with mobile technologies within museums and cultural institutions
requires a flexible approach as each “experience design” begins from unique
content, and parameters, thus requiring that each specific experience be
built from scratch. Nonetheless some features recur in all mobile projects
and several factors should be taken into account while designing them

(Spallazzo 2012).

Designers, in tandem with cultural institutions, must make some basic
choices such as: the target audience to whom to address the project, where
and when the experience should take place, and the types of devices that
will be employed. These choices partially derive from the designers’ desires
and taste, but ultimately play a relevant role in the manifestation of the
experience itself.

'The choice of the target audience, for example, is crucial for all other deci-
sions, influencing the kind of content that will be provided, the activity, its
pacing, and the site, just to name a few.

Similarly the kind of devices that will be employed and the chosen busi-
ness model—rental or BYOD (Bring Your Own Device)—have a strong
influence on the experience itself. Using a smartphone does not allow screen
sharing between companions as a tablet does, but it’s more common to find
visitors with a smartphone in their pocket — in the case that the BYOD
business model has been chosen for the project.

These choices could appear minor and negligible but actually are structurally
central to the mobile experience, enabling or inhibiting visitor engagement,
since they determine whether museum-goers will take part or not in the
experience.

Other factors have a marked influence on the quality of the realized visitor
activity, namely the content used and the configuration of the relationship
activated between the content and the users (Spallazzo 2012).

Regarding the cultural content we must decide what will be said and its level
of depth, taking into consideration the target audience, the overall aim of
the project, as well as the proposed duration of the experience.

Furthermore the cultural content can be offered to visitors on the basis of
homophily or heterophily: providing visitors with content they may like and
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appreciate because of its closeness to their supposed interests and previous
knowledge, or alternatively, with content far from their interests with the
goal of provoking discord or unexpected ideas.

These divergent approaches are matched in the experimental action at
Museo Diocesano di Milano, providing users on the one side, with
traditional interpretive material and multiple layers of explanation for a
single artwork, and, on the other, suggesting references taken from cul-
tures and religions other than the specifically Western Christian Catholic
perspective.

It’s also important to consider the social configuration of visitors during the
activity, i.e. if they will engage with the experience alone or in a group, and if
possible, produce a system that will allow or suggest a switch between these
two social conditions. This capacity would then allow for both configura-
tions that Debenedetti defines as “separated” and “not alone” experiences
(Debenedetti 2003). These types of conditions are rarely taken into account
for mobile technology projects within museums, but it is undeniably ap-
propriate to consider them if one of the aims of the project is to foster social
engagement.

However, a wise handling of these factors can help designer to create
a working and hopefully enjoyable mobile experience, but it does not
guarantee that visitors will be really engaged and that the project will achieve
its aims.

"These variables are indeed uncountable and even subtle differences between
the pre-planned experience and the actual one can undermine the final
result.

For these reasons the experimental action has been an interesting bench
test, useful for understanding which are the main factors to be taken into
account to achieve, or at least to pursue, a satisfactory balance between
personalization and visitor engagement.

ACHIEVING VISITOR ENGAGEMENT

Process, content, and interaction formed the primary components under
consideration for the creation of the prototypes and for the test sessions
conducted at the museum. Therefore it’s useful to analyse critically these
three factors in the light of the aims of the project, but also to examine
them in terms of design effort to personalize content and engender
visitor engagement in order to draw some conclusions regarding the
effectiveness of these methods.

DESIGN APPROACH: PROCESS AND METHODOLOGY

The iterative process that moves between theory and practice through
the work of designing, prototyping, testing (preferably with users) and
reflecting, is typical of the design approach. This work proved extremely
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useful both for orienting the project and for estimating users’ engagement.

Within the co-curation process, the test sessions conducted with expert
users and with a significant sample of possible visitors allowed the project
team to collect in-progress feedback, essential for steering the project,
and to progressively enriching the user experience with new content.

At the moment, the experimental action has not led to the implementa-
tion of a complete and working mobile experience in the museum, the
tests with users have been essential to further developing our understand-
ing of effective design methods and elements, both in terms of content
and interaction.

As visitor engagement was one of the main aims of the project, involving
them directly in the design process and adopting a user-centred design
approach proved to be extremely beneficial. This approach, even if not
novel, is not widely implemented in the field of mobile interpretation.
Instead, these projects usually take a one-size-fits-all approach and are
therefore designed as a unidirectional communication tool.

At the same time, the design approach for this project aimed to examine
the entire experience, not focusing only on single actions. This allowed for
a seamless integration of technology, avoiding the pitfall of users experi-
encing it as an added, but not necessary, activity. Despite the evidence of
the effectiveness of this methodology, it’s still common to think of mobile
experiences within the museum setting as the traditional audio guide that
entertains or bores the visitor for a few minutes before he or she moves
on to another artwork.

CONTENT

The Sala dell’Arciconfraternita del SS. Sacramento at Museo Diocesa-
no di Milano has been employed as a safe space for different views and
meaningful discussion, aroused through a “thought-provoking experi-

ence” (West 2013, 109) created via the support of mobile technologies.

Moreover, these aims are not dissimilar from those listed by ERICarts
in its report discussing intercultural dialogue: “... to develop a deep-
er understanding of diverse perspectives and practices; to increase
participation and the freedom and ability to make choices; to foster
equality; and to enhance creative processes” (Wiesand 2008).

As already discussed, the main aim of the experimental project was to
exploit the potentiality of digital technologies to provide users with mul-
tiple layers of interpretation of a single artwork and to share references to
cultures and religions outside the Western Christian Catholic paradigm
in an effort to broaden the user’s cultural and religious knowledge and
stimulate user participation. To achieve this ambitious goal, the content
included on the mobile device must be carefully designed to work on
three different levels: to allow a personal and customized experience, to
stimulate internal reflection and questioning, and to foster participation.
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To address the customization of the user experience, the design team cre-
ated a very structured architecture for the content, which allowed a pro-
gressive deepening of the information according to the visitor’s interests.
Users noted that they enjoyed this feature, and the average duration of
single tests suggests that they really engaged with the experience, spend-
ing quite a long amount of time investigating the content.

The downside of this approach however, is the difficulty some users may
find retrieving information, as demonstrated by some comments of users
who complained of lack of references, despite the fact that these same
references were in fact included in the system. This difficulty, could be at
least partially attributed to the still early development of the user inter-
face.

In addition to the content architecture customization, a wide range of
content was presented within the application. This content contained
specific reference to other cultures and religions, together with prompts
about general topics that might arise from the paintings, and together
this material was intended to stimulate the visitor to reflect and possibly
question or expand his or her belief systems.

According to the evaluations collected at the end of the testing process,
this aim was actually achieved. Unfortunately, this result wasn't made
clear through the comment system within the mobile application itself.

The participatory side of the mobile application allowed users to make
real time comments on every specific piece of information within the
content architecture, and made these comments visible to other users.
This feature was determined to be the least useful within the application
for several reasons, including: the limited number of characters allowed
for a comment (a tweet) and the large number of places within the ap-
plication where one could leave a comment.

The main difficulty connected with this type of comment system is
therefore due, on the one side, to the extreme synthesis of information
required and, on the other, to the large amount of information already
present in the application.

These results are in line with those of the QRator project (Carnall, Ashby,
and Ross 2013), which used a single object or specimen to spur mediated
conversations between visitors.

Despite the comment system’s inability to facilitate a rich discussion, it’s
worth noting that a great number of testers took part in the discussion
that followed the tests, engaging in lively dialogue in real time about the
topics highlighted by the application.

Following the testing process, we concluded that users preferred to have
a personal experience with the artwork— described by a tester as “inti-
mate”—and to reflect on it privately and, eventually, to take part actively
in a face-to-face discussion, thus avoiding discussing difficult topics such
as religion and culture via the overly short tweet-style comment system.



124 — DESIGNING MULTIVOCAL MUSEUMS: INTERCULTURAL PRACTICES AT MUSEO DIOCESANO, MILANO

This finding, i.e. that users prefer to engage in discussion face-to-face
without technological mediation, aligns with the results of “The thing
is...” project (West 2013) that involved visitors in face-to-face discussion
about single objects and related topics with the help of a facilitator.

Thus, according to the five steps of social engagement proposed by Si-
mon (2010), the testers preferred to experience step two—interaction
with content—via a mobile device experience and step five—direct social
engagement—as an opportunity for face-to-face discussing of broader
social issues related to the content. This indicates that step four—medi-
ated social engagement—that was chosen for the project, was ultimately
an ill-fitting selection.

INTERACTION

'The choice of what to display on the mobile device and how to organize this
content is essential in a mobile application experience. Equally important
however is how to display this information and make it accessible.

This issue has been thoroughly discussed in Chapter Five but it’s worth
focusing here on the aspects that seem to facilitate or, on the contrary, to
hinder visitor engagement.

As a prelimarly remark, we found that the use of augmented reality as a
method to display content and related links was very helpful to keep visi-
tors engaged without loosing contact with the real painting. The majority of
users agreed with this opinion, however some users considered the interac-
tion with the mobile device too complex, especially if the time spent in front
of the artwork was significant.

'The action of pointing several times at the painting with the mobile device
and observing it through the screen could seem odd or annoying for the
visitor, but this mechanic guaranteed a direct and enduring contact with
the canvas. Furthermore, although the testing process interacted with only
one artwork, this method could potentially foster the active exploration of
several paintings in the room or in an entire museum, using the device as a
powered “smart” lens to unfold information and narratives.

One negative aspect of the choice of using augmented reality as the main
system for accessing information is that it necessarily limited content to
context-specific information, i.e. content directly linked to the painting and
its characters, thus forcing the nesting of all additional content in menus.
'This condition sometimes limited the user’s exploration or made it difficult,
leaving some content unexplored.

'The prototype of the mobile application used during the test session was not
tully developed in terms of smooth user interaction, graphic design and ro-
bust coding. This condition resulted in difficulties for some visitors in terms
of understanding how to access information and in using all the potential
of the mobile application. This was especially the case for those users not
accustomed to using smart devices and touch screens.
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'These difficulties emerged more frequently in the comments section of the
application, which certainly could have impacted the results of the testing
process and the perceived quality and utility of the application. Nonetheless
the use of the prototype application in user tests indicates that even if it
was not completely functional, the application still performed many of our
stated aims.

CONCLUSIONS

The experimental action described in this book has been very useful for
developing better understanding on how to employ mobile technology to
foster visitors’ engagement in a museum environment.

'The first lesson learned in the process was that involving real users during
the design process was a great boon to the project itself. From this, we
learned that a user-centred design and co-curation approach is a compelling
methodology if the aim of the project is visitor engagement.

Furthermore a cultural experience offered via mobile technology must be
designed without separating the interaction with technology from the other
activities — it must integrate them seamlessly.

In the case of this project, the failure of the comment system as a means to
stimulate social interaction clearly showed that an experience based only on
technology is a losing choice if sociality is one of the aims.

A simple mobile app in a cultural environment can engage and fully
occupy visitors with content but it does not inherently have the capacity to
engage people with spaces and other people around them. This limitation is
important to note, as “physicality and materiality is usually more conducive

to social enjoyment and sharing” (Petrelli et al. 2013).

At the same time we must be very careful in designing for social engage-
ment because not everything needs to be extremely social: dealing with dif-
ficult topics such as faith and religion potentially requires personal reflection
and an intimate relationship with the artwork.

Forcing socialization when addressing delicate topics could be perceived as
intrusive but this wouldn't preclude providing suggestions for participation.
Further, a mobile experience could be structured such that different mo-
ments offered different levels of social engagement.

Lastly we can point out that the fragmentation of content accessible to
users can facilitate the personalization of the experience but, at the same
time, hinders participation. Highly differentiated content and detailed in-
formation do not stimulate participation and instead set the user in a passive
condition.

Because of these many parameters and constraints, finding a balance
between personalization, participation and social engagement in a mobile
experience is a very challenging task and further research in this field still
needs to be done.
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