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Chapter Summary 
This chapter demonstrates the importance of innovative evaluation methods in visitor contexts, through a case study 

at a zoo. The Assiniboine Park Zoo in Winnipeg, Manitoba developed a new exhibit, Journey to Churchill.  This exhibit 

was intended to help visitors connect with and learn about arctic animals, ecosystems, conservation and climate 

change. To assess whether outcomes were achieved, three different methods were used. Readers will learn about 

personal meaning mapping, overheard conversations, and social media analysis as effective methods for evaluating a 

range of visitor outcomes. Particularly, this research demonstrates that innovative and flexible methods are needed 

to assess a broad range of visitor outcomes such as interpretive learning, emotional connection, behaviour changes, 

and understanding public discourse that may not be possible with traditional survey or interview methods. The real-

life impacts of this case study are discussed to demonstrate the importance of visitor evaluation for effective program 

planning, review, and ongoing guidance in the management of visitor experiences. By the end of this case study 

readers will be able to: 1) demonstrate an understanding of the importance of evaluation in visitor contexts; 2) 

identify three innovative methods that can be used in visitor evaluations; 3) and demonstrate an understanding of 

leisure experiences as potential opportunities for free-choice learning, emotional connections, and sustainable 

behaviour change. In general, this case study found that by using this combination of research methods that the 

interpretive, emotional, and behavioural goals were mostly achieved by the exhibit, but that there was a lack of public 

awareness about research and conservation efforts facilitated by the APZ. Additionally, this case study demonstrated 

that the JTC exhibit can facilitate meaningful learning about Arctic animals and climate change through emotional 

connections to the animals in the exhibit, especially the polar bears. 
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Learning Objectives: 
After reading this Chapter, learners will be able to: 

1. Demonstrate understanding of the importance of evaluation in visitor contexts.  

2. Identify and describe three innovative methods that can be used in visitor evaluations.  

3. Demonstrate an understanding of leisure experiences as potential opportunities for free-choice learning, 

emotional connections, and sustainable behaviour change.  

The Issue 
Zoos have become places for the public to learn about the interconnectedness of ecosystems, species, and our role as 

humans, especially in relation to climate change (Clayton, Saunders, Matiasek, & Grajal, 2013). With this in mind, the 

Journey to Churchill (JTC) exhibit at Winnipeg’s Assiniboine Park Zoo (APZ) was designed with interpretive, emotional, 

and behavioural objectives to help people learn and connect with the Arctic as a place, as well as the Arctic 

environment and species. Research demonstrates that well-designed and delivered interpretive experiences can have 

a positive effect on knowledge, attitudes, and behaviours regarding the environment and sustainability (Ballantyne, 

Packer, & Sutherland, 2011; Bueddefeld & Van Winkle, 2016; Powell & Ham 2013; Tofield, Coll, Vyle, & Bolstad, 2003). 

However, exhibit evaluations are infrequently conducted (Kelling & Gaalema, 2011) and when they are conducted, 

they often focus on visitor satisfaction, stay time at exhibits, while more in-depth emotional and behavioural 

outcomes are not often evaluated (Wilson, Kelling, Poline, Bloomsmith, & Maple, 2003). Innovations in evaluative 

practices are needed to move beyond static measures, which fail to capture the range of outcomes possible from 

leisure sites that have dual mandates to educate and to entertain visitors (Bueddefeld & Van Winkle, 2016). This case 

study features innovative evaluation methods to assess the complex interpretive, emotional and behavioural 

outcomes possible, within the Assiniboine Park Zoo case study context. 

Understanding the multi-dimensional nature of visitors’ experiences is complex, so the research team decided to 

examine interpretive, emotional, and behavioural objectives using mixed-methods to gain an in-depth understanding 

of the outcomes. This case study research used a qualitative paradigm guided by the Contextual Model of Learning, 

which provided a framework for understanding free-choice learning experiences within personal, socio- cultural, and 

physical contexts (Falk & Dierking, 2000). An innovative combination of personal meaning mapping interviews, 
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overheard conversations, and a social media analysis were employed to understand elements of the Journey to 

Churchill visitor experience. 

The Innovation 

Case Context 

In 2014, the Journey to Churchill exhibit opened at the Assiniboine Park Zoo, in Winnipeg, Manitoba, Canada. The 

Journey to Churchill exhibit consists of ten acres of habitat that houses Arctic wildlife such as muskox, caribou, arctic 

foxes, wolves, snowy owls, a variety of seals, and polar bears (see Figure 1 for an original map of the planned exhibit). 

The exhibit includes an interpretive centre with an active research and conservation staff (the Leatherdale 

International Polar Bear Conservation Centre) where orphaned polar bear cubs from Churchill, Manitoba can be cared 

for and integrated into the larger polar bear enclosure area. Within the exhibit there are also indoor and underwater 

viewing areas (including an underwater tunnel which visitors can walk through), a 360 degree theatre, and a polar 

theme playground attached to a cafeteria area styled to reflect the town of Churchill (Assiniboine Park Conservancy, 

2017). The exhibit is described as a place for visitors to “experience a variety of naturalistic landscapes and animal 

viewing areas. Interpretive signage and interactive displays invite visitors to learn about biodiversity, climate change 

and conservation. It is an educational classroom like no other, inviting exploration, challenging thinking and 

promoting personal action” (Assiniboine Park Conservancy, 2017). This immersive and unique exhibit goes beyond 

traditional signage and interpretive displays, and is designed to engage the visitor emotionally and physically by 

integrating them into the space. The illusion of open spaces, which is achieved by rock walls and plexiglass wall size 

windows and tunnels, allows visitors to view multiple animals simultaneously (such as muskox and  wolves or polar 

bears) that this lends itself to making the visitor feel as if they are in the landscape (see Figure 2). When visitor 

experiences have been planned to engage people emotionally and physically, as well as intellectually, methods for 

evaluation must also reflect these outcomes. Traditional methods of evaluation in interpretation, which tend to focus 

on surveys, interview questions, and observations need to be expanded upon to understand these complex potential 

visitor outcomes (Bueddefeld & Van Winkle, 2016; Wilson et al., 2003). 
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Figure 1: Map of the JTC exhibit. Image used with permission from the Assiniboine Park Conservancy (2017).  

Figure 2: Barrier free viewing at the JTC exhibit . Image used with permission from the Assiniboine Park Conservancy 

(2017).  
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Figures 3-5: Visitors engaging with polar bears at the JTC exhibit.  

Image sources (left to right): Assiniboine Park Zoo Facebook Photos (2015a, 2015b, 2015c). 

Stakeholders Involved 

The Assiniboine Park Zoo (APZ) was the primary stakeholder in this research. The APZ was keen to determine if the 

objectives of JTC exhibit were achieved as part of the visitor’s experience. As described, the exhibit was designed with 

interpretive, emotional, and behavioural goals intended to create “an educational classroom like no other, inviting 

exploration, challenging thinking and promoting personal action” (Assiniboine Park Conservancy, 2017). The APZ 

approached University of Manitoba visitor experience researchers Bueddefeld, Van Winkle, and Benbow to 

collaborate to gain an in-depth understanding of the visitors’ experiences. This research was then used to apply for, 

and subsequently win several exhibit and design awards within zoo associations and an innovation award from the 

provincial tourism association, Travel Manitoba.  

As a non-profit organization that attracts both domestic and international visitors, the APZ also has secondary 

stakeholders such as the City of Winnipeg and tourism organizations such as Travel Manitoba and Tourism Winnipeg. 

These secondary stakeholders also have an interest in the success of the APZ as an attraction to retain and increase 

visitation to the area. In this way, this visitor research is also important to these secondary stakeholders as it is 

needed to inform both current and ongoing visitor experience management and practices.  

Approach Used and the Impact 

The innovative methods used in this research were selected for their appropriateness for the free-choice learning 

context (personal meaning mapping interviews: Adams, Falk, & Dierking, 2003; Falk, Moussouri, & Coulson, 1998; Falk 

& Dierking, 2000), the zoo context (overheard conversations: Clayton, Fraser, & Saunders, 2009; Tunnicliffe, 1996a; 

Tunnicliffe, 1996b; Tunnicliffe, 1998), and to provide insights into the unprompted public discourse about a place 

without disruption to the on-site visitor experience by utilizing social media analyses (Russo, 2011).  
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Personal Meaning Mapping (PMM) 

PMM consists of a brainstorming activity that requires participants to write any words, images, or phrases in relation 

to a prompt word (Falk & Dierking, 2000). PMM is used to understand learning and visitor experiences in museums 

and other free-choice learning contexts – typically to compare pre- and post-visit museum knowledge and learning 

(Falk & Dierking, 2000; Falk et al., 1998). This innovative and flexible visitor experience measurement tool can be used 

both quantitatively and qualitatively, which means that it is flexible in terms of what type of research questions you 

are asking; it is appropriate to use with both “how much” and “why” research questions. Additionally, this method is 

open-ended and helps to understand more holistically the visitor experience. For example, in research related to 

sustainability and climate change at the Assiniboine Park Zoo the personal meaning maps highlighted not only what 

visitors had learned, but served to identify misconceptions as well (Bueddefeld & Van Winkle, 2016). As PMM can also 

include drawings it is also useful for understanding experiences of children and visitors’ whose primary language is 

not the same as that of the researchers. 

For this study, twenty-nine visitors were asked to complete a personal meaning map of their learning related to the 

Journey to Churchill exhibit and were then interviewed about what they wrote or drew. The visitors were asked to 

complete the PMM before they entered the exhibit and then met the researcher after they had finished their visit of 

the exhibit to better understand immediate changes in visitor thoughts and experiences related to their visit. The 

PMM provided insight into what visitors learned and when paired with open-ended interview questions this was a 

particularly effective technique for both understanding and evaluating the visitors’ learning from their perspective. In 

this case, the PMM data demonstrated that visitors gained a broad understanding of concepts and created more 

connections between concepts related to Arctic species, conservation, and changing environments. This method was 

useful in providing evaluation of all three areas of concern in this case study, as it’s open ended nature meant that 

participants discussed interpretive, emotional, and behavioural outcomes – often unprompted. 
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Figure 6: PMM 001. Black ink = pre-JTC, purple ink = post-JTC, blue ink = researcher probing 

 

 

Overheard Conversations 

Overheard conversations is an unobtrusive method to capture a wide array of visitors’ responses to free-choice 

learning sites such as museums, zoos, and aquariums (Tofield, Coll, Vyle, & Bolstad, 2003) and consists of a researcher 

standing in a common area (with signage and a name tag to indicate their presence) and they then listen to 

conversations and make notes of how visitors interact in the exhibit (Clayton et al., 2009). The overheard 

conversation data was collected systematically by selecting different part of the exhibit to overhear and note 

conversations in 10-15 minute intervals about the visitor engagement (which includes visitor reactions, actions, and 

the actions of the animals – for example, were the polar bears swimming, wrestling or sleeping during this 

observation). Due to the high volume of people in any given exhibit, participants were randomly selected for 

observation (i.e. every 3rd visitor) as they entered a pre-selected part of the exhibit. Note that signage was posted 

regarding the observation and the researcher wore a name tag so that any person in the exhibit that may have 

questions or feel uncomfortable with participating in the could feel free to approach them (no such issues occurred). 

This particular method proved to be most insightful in evaluating the emotional objectives of this research. The 

reactions of visitors to seeing the polar bears swimming was most often emotional and not always verbal (such as a 
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gasp and then the visitor places their hand next to the polar bears paw on the glass), and provided insightful vignettes 

to add to the participants comments in the PMM interviews.  

Social Media Content Analysis 

A content analysis of publicly available social networking sites’ posts was undertaken to examine interpretive, 

emotional, and behavioural objectives. The social media content analysis consisted of examining posts or tweets from 

the week before the Journey to Churchill exhibit opened (June 20, 2014) until the commencement of the data 

collection (November 18, 2014). The social media data was collected by “capturing” the posts (Facebook) and Tweets 

(Twitter) of all content during the pre-determined time frame, using the qualitative data analysis software NVivo© 

and the web browser extension NCapture©. The social media analysis found that conservation messages are 

abundant on the Assiniboine Park Zoo’s social media accounts, and that comments and posts often expressed a sense 

of pride that this new exhibit was in Winnipeg. This data was insightful in determining the broader public discourse 

about the interpretive, emotional and to a lesser extent, the behavioural outcomes. For example, through this 

analysis the researcher could search all terms related to conservation to understand the public opinion and 

knowledge (or lack thereof) of conservation efforts related to the zoo. This type of evaluation is useful when wanting 

to understand the broader discourse around a topic.  

Implications & Lessons learned 
Through these innovative measures interpretive, emotional, and behavioural goals had largely been met by the JTC 

exhibit. This evaluation also identified that there was a lack of public awareness in the research that the Assiniboine 

Park Zoo conducts. Further, this research found that the JTC exhibit can facilitate meaningful learning about Arctic 

animals and ecosystems, and that this is achieved by helping visitors connect emotionally to the animals at the zoo – 

particularly the polar bears.  

The data demonstrated that while the public was generally supportive of polar bear conservation and research, there 

was a poor understanding of what was already taking place and what was needed in terms of support. Specifically, 

this innovative evaluative research provided the zoo with feedback, which told them that their exhibit is effectively 

conveying the information that it aspires to and is creating meaningful connections between the animals in the 

exhibit and visitors. It also demonstrated that the zoo needed to improve how they communicate their conservation 

and research goals and efforts to the public.  
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Traditional methods of evaluation such as surveys and interviews would have been able to tell us what facts visitors 

are learning or inform some elements of the emotional aspect of the visit, but would not have been able to provide a 

multi-dimensional view of these outcomes. For example, emotions were both discussed in the PMMs, observed, and 

found in relation to the online public understanding. This helps to ensure the reliability of the data, and can provide 

insight into what goals are being met and why or why not. In this case, the implications of this research are that it 

provides support for continued investment in the visitor experience and public communication will help to better 

facilitate and meet the interpretive, emotional, and behavioural objectives of the JTC exhibit at the APZ. This type of 

evaluative research is instrumental in providing non-profit environmental education centres, such as the APZ, with 

supporting evidence for funding and programming. In this case, this evaluation also played a role in the APZ achieving 

international accreditation in the Association of Zoos and Aquariums, which requires that facilities meet certain 

standards in both animal care, and education and conservation. However, the PMM and overheard conversations 

methods allow researchers to understand the visitors’ experiences in specific moments in time, rather than in a 

continual or ongoing basis. An additional downside of the PMM method is that it can be difficult to find a private 

space in such exhibits to conduct the PMM, and as such, they are often done in public or semi-public settings. 

Depending upon the nature of the research, this could be a potential issue in certain research contexts that may be 

considered sensitive to participants. Social media analyses allow researchers to gain a broader perspective of an 

understanding about a topic or place, but it does not allow for further depth of investigation or clarity regarding a 

particular post.  

This research demonstrates that through the JTC experience the APZ has an important role to play in helping visitors 

connect with the animals, while encouraging individuals to act in sustainably responsible ways to support the animals 

and ecosystems that the JTC exhibit represents. In terms of innovative evaluation the lessons learned in the case 

study are that multiple mixed methods, such as personal meaning mapping, overheard conversations and social 

media analysis can provide insight into complex visitor outcomes and play a useful role in the evaluation of 

interpretive programs and experiences. This case study provides an example of how innovative, engaging, and 

unobtrusive research and data collection methods can be used in leisure settings and will be useful and relevant to 

both academics, practitioners, or non-academic audiences.  

Discussion Questions 
1. How can each of these methods be implemented in your leisure evaluation context?  

2. What questions could these methods help you to address within your organization 

3. What advantages / disadvantages would each of these methods of evaluation have in your leisure context? 
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