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Abstract 
Interpretive signage is the dominant medium of education at most museums, zoos, and parks. 

While many studies examine how visitors read signage, none have looked at how professionals 

write them. Using existing literature as a framework, this study collects best practices from 

experts in the field on how to produce interpretive text. Through two online surveys to 

interpretive planners, this study collects the opinions on the use of questions, personal 

pronouns, figurative language, audience and more. The results from the two rounds of surveying 

produced 12 recommendations for interpretive writers to create signs like experts.  

Introduction 

The relationship between a visitor and history center, museum, zoo or national park can 

be defined by the words the visitor reads. There may not always be a docent or park ranger to 

guide, and it falls on the ever-present label or sign to represent the organization. Signage is the 

most used method of interpretation at non-formal educational institutions like museums, zoos, 

and parks (Moscardo, Ballantyne, & Hughes, 2007; Perry, 2012). This interpretive text’s 

purpose, as Beverly Serrell puts it, “is to contribute to the overall visitor experience in a positive, 

enlightening, provocative and meaningful way” (Serrell, 2015, p. 19). Visitors enjoyment at these 

sites is directly related to the learning they do through interpretive methods like signs and labels 
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(Ellenbogen, Falk, & Goldman, 2008). While there have been changes over the decades towards 

more multi-media and interactive forms of signage one thing has remained constant - text. Text 

is not just a relic that has stuck around throughout changes in interpretation; visitors do read 

text and share what they learn with other people (Falk & Dierking, 2013; Perry, 2012). 

Organizations know visitors read text, which is why they make interpretive signs. 

As a park ranger starting out with a federal agency, I was asked to create a series of 

interpretive signs about aquatic wildlife. I was at a small park, and no one had experience 

creating signage. Not knowing where to start, I wanted to ask a professional interpretive writer 

for their expertise. Ultimately, I went back to school, in part, to better understand what goes 

into quality signage. Investigating the literature, I found that the authors did not always agree on 

the best way to connect with their audience. This study seeks to ask interpretive writers their 

professional opinion about points of contention between authors in the literature. I found no 

study addressing interpretive writers and respondents left notes remarking that they had not 

been asked these types of questions before. The professional insight gained in this study will 

help experienced, and novice writers create better signage. 

An example of such a disagreement between authors is how to use questions to address 

readers. Some authors believe that the main purpose of using questions is to draw readers into a 

sign and that questions are effective in nearly any application with very few limitations (Hughs 

& Ballantyne, 2010; Moscardo, Ballantyne, & Hughes, 2007; Natural Resources Services, 2003; 

Scottish Natural Heritage, 2018). Other authors believe that questions can be effective but with 

restrictions. These limitations can include not asking visitors to do things, using questions 

visitors are asking themselves, not having a right answer, and not rephrasing statements as 

questions (Denver Art Museum, 2007; Perry, 2012; Romanowski, 2015; Serrell, 2015; Victoria 

and Albert Museum, 2013).  As an example of how different these two groups of authors think, 
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one can look at an example one author gave as an effective question - “Did you know that 

limestone is an ingredient in cement, paper, plastics, paint, tiles, toothpaste, and bread?” (Hughs 

& Ballantyne, 2010, p. 189). This example question goes against the limitations from the other 

authors as it is likely not a question that visitors are asking, and it is rephrasing a statement as a 

question.  

Authors also disagree on the use of comparative literary techniques like metaphors, 

analogies, and similes. At one end of the disagreement is Serrell who argues that metaphors, 

analogies, and similes should be left out of label text. She believes that the environment that 

visitors read labels in is full of distractions and analogous text adds another distraction to the 

message. Serrell recommends avoiding these kinds of writing techniques (Serrell, 2015). In the 

middle of the spectrum is Perry (2012), she states that metaphors, similes, and analogies can be 

powerful, but are more often confusing. Additionally, many times metaphors are not truly 

representative and can become distracting. Perry (2012) uses the example of beaver’s teeth being 

likened to a carpenter’s chisel, and how on the surface this seems like a good analogy but, the 

two concepts serve different purposes (to cut trees down and to sculpt wood).  Unless the 

metaphor is linked directly to something personal, like the width of a human hair to describe 

size, it tends to add a foreign concept that distracts the reader (Perry, 2012). Metaphor 

proponents argue that metaphors and similar literary devices allow the author to take a foreign 

concept, like geomorphology, and link it to a familiar concept, like layers in a cake, this fosters 

better learning as it builds onto previously knowledge (Gross, Zimmerman, & Buchholz, 2006; 

Ham, 2013; Hughs & Ballantyne, 2010; Moscardo, Ballantyne, & Hughes, 2007).  

As an example of how authors differ on using metaphors, similes and analogies, Ham 

says is a good theme sentence for an exhibit  is “The internal plumbing system of an active 

volcano works just like a pressure cooker and an agitated bottle of champagne” (Ham, 2013, p. 
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127) Here Ham has suggested using three similes and metaphors for a volcano – a pressure 

cooker, plumping system and an agitated bottle of champagne. Looking at these similes from the 

viewpoint of Serrell and Perry there are too many foreign concepts introduced to make the 

message clear. Additionally, a volcano is not like a pressure cooker or bottle of champagne; 

volcanos do not cook nor contain a beverage. If a visitor is reading a label with those similes, the 

imagery of champagne and pressure cookers will appear in their head and may distract them 

from the message. 

Along with the comparative figures of speech and questions, authors disagreed on the 

use of humor, personal pronouns, audience-lead evaluation, word count, reading level, and 

what type of audience to write for. Although authors do disagree on the specific topics 

mentioned above, there was consensus that interpretive text should provoke the reader through 

universal personal experiences like hunger, death or love (Gross, Zimmerman, & Buchholz, 

2006; Ham, 2013; Hughs & Ballantyne, 2010; Perry, 2012; Serrell, 2015; Bitgood S. , 1989). There 

was also agreement between authors that signage needed an objective and the text is grounded 

in meeting the objective (Bitgood S. , 2013; Gross, Zimmerman, & Buchholz, 2006; Ham, 2013; 

Hughs & Ballantyne, 2010; Perry, 2012; Serrell, 2015). Whereas there is agreement on these 

broader concepts of interpretive signage, there is disagreement in the literature on the specifics 

of how to create engaging text.  

 With signs and exhibits being a significant financial investment for institutions, how can 

these institutions ensure success with experts recommending different methods? There are 

many factors that are involved in creating signage, from the construction materials to whether 

signage is even needed. While signage uses many other design elements this study will focus on 

text, as trends in design change quickly and are specific to the context of a sign. To bridge the 

different recommendations found in the literature, I enlisted the opinions of those that write 
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interpretive text professionally through an online survey. This survey asked respondents to 

provide their opinions on topics where in the literature there was not cohesion.  

Methods 

Two rounds of surveys were used to solicit the opinions of interpretive professionals. 

The first-round survey asked respondents open and close-ended questions on eight different 

topics. A thematic analysis was done on the open-ended responses, identifying themes for each 

of the eight survey topic areas. The second round of surveying asked respondents to select the 

themes from open-ended questions that they agreed with. The first-round survey was pre-tested 

for measurement error, but in the interest of time and respondent retention, the second-round 

survey was not pre-tested. The respondent pool for the first-round survey was only the Certified 

Interpretive Planners (CIP) directory, while the second-round survey included the entire CIP 

directory and those who pre-tested the first-round survey.  

Respondent Pool 

The respondents for the survey were individuals on the publicly available National 

Association of Interpretation’s (NAI) CIP directory. The CIP directory was selected for a 

respondent pool because it was a publicly available list of varied professionals who develop 

interpretive signs and exhibits. The list consists of 135 adults who have passed the NAI testing 

requirements and have written at least two professional interpretive plans (National Association 

of Interpretation, 2015). Many of these CIPs are leaders of exhibit development companies, 

government officials, museum staff and land managers at the local, state and federal level. 

Because of the small number of people in the pool, survey invitations were sent to all 135 

individuals on the directory.  
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For the second round of surveying individuals who pre-tested the first-round survey 

were also sent invitations to participate. Pre-testers were added to the second round because 

they had a high level of interest in commenting on the results from the first round. Pre-testers 

did not see the first-round survey. Those that participated in the pre-test had experience in 

interpretation including professors, park managers, park rangers, interpretive planners, 

interpretation students, and museum staff. 

Survey Method 

The first step in developing the survey was to determine where the literature on 

interpretive writing differed. The topics where there was disagreement between texts would 

become questions for the interpretive writing professionals. To gain a wide berth of interpretive 

writing perspectives, I reviewed 43 institutional guidelines, journal articles, and books (see 

Appendix A for a complete list of references used). There were eight topics identified from these 

sources where perspectives and recommendations were not consistent between all sources.  

1. Use of questions  

2. Use of humor  

3. Use of personal pronouns (You, We, Us, Our)  

4. Use of comparative figures of speech (metaphors, analogies, antitheses) in interpretive text 

5. The number of words to use for interpretive text 

6. Whether to write to a specific audience segment or the broadest audience possible 

7. Reading level 

8. Use of evaluation in interpretive text development 

Questionnaire items were developed from these eight topics. Questions were written 

using the tailored design method to be balanced, clear and reduce respondent burden (Dillman, 
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Smyth, & Christian, 2014). For delivering the online survey, the software Qualtrics was used. 

Invitations to participate in all rounds of the survey were sent over e-mail, with one reminder e-

mail to complete the survey sent five days after the initial invitation.   

The pre-test survey was given to twelve individuals with experience in interpretation 

including professors, park managers, park rangers, interpretive planners, interpretation 

students, and museum staff (See Appendix B for the original pre-test questionnaire). Because of 

recommendations from the pretest, the number of survey items was halved, and questions were 

changed to mostly opinion scale questions. Questions were simplified and lacked depth, to add 

richness, each opinion scale question was given a text-entry-box asking respondents to provide 

a comment about their response (see Appendix C for round 1 questionnaire). This strategy of 

adding a text-entry-box proved to be more successful than anticipated as nearly all respondents 

used it to add comments.  

After the two-week collection period, 45 complete responses were submitted for a 

response rate of 33%. Most respondents had more than 15 years of experience writing 

interpretive text, and 42% of respondents said that they had more than 20 years of experience.   

The 45 respondents also submitted more than 130 individual written comments adding detail 

and clarification to their item responses. These written comments were thematically analyzed 

for commonalities among responses. Themes were created based on frequency and relevance to 

the topic area (Braun & Clarke, 2006). When creating the theme statements, I used the actual 

wording of respondents as much as possible.  

For the second round of surveying the aggregated results and theme statements from 

written comments were sent back to the original survey pool and pre-test pool (see Appendix D 

for second round questionnaire). Respondents were invited to select themes statements that 

resonated with them. Of these 147 invitations, 29 people responded with which themes they 
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agreed with for a response rate of 20%. Of those that responded to the second round of surveys 

59% were first round respondents, 14% were pre-test respondents, and 28% were CIPs who 

had not responded to the first-round survey. 

Results 

Results are presented in the nine sections, the first eight from the survey’s topic areas and 

the ninth was added as a result of comments submitted in the first round of the survey: 1) The 

use of questions, 2) The use of humor, 3) The use of use of personal pronouns, 4) The use of 

comparative figures of speech, 5) The number of words to use for interpretive text, 6) Whether 

to write to a specific audience segment or to the broadest audience possible, 7) Reading level, 8) 

Use of evaluation in interpretive text development, 9) The most important guideline for 

interpretive writing. 

 Each section first provides the overall results from the opinion scale question, then the 

themes from the written comments. Each topic area will be analyzed in the discussion section. 

For clarity, please note that all tables include data from the first round of surveying, and 

all figures include data only from the second round of surveying. The color coding of the 

figure’s histogram was done to clearly show which themes were favorable (green with white 

dots), neutral or added a suggestion (solid yellow), or opposed the topic (white with red dots); as 

seen by this researcher.  

The use of questions  

To understand the opinions of CIPs towards the use of questions, respondents were 

asked: “Do you favor or oppose posing questions directly to the reader in interpretive text?” The 

results of this question were quite striking with 56% and 31% favoring or somewhat favoring the 
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use of questions respectively. Only 13% of respondents somewhat opposed the use of questions; 

no respondent opposed the use of questions (Table 1).  

While the results of the opinion question showed support, the comments that 

respondents provided showed a more nuanced view of the use of questions by adding 

suggestions to how questions should be written. The three themes that respondents in the 

second survey agreed with most were: questions can encourage engagement with the material, 

questions must be engaging or intriguing, and the visitor should not feel quizzed by the question 

(Figure 1).  

Table 1. Responses from CIPs the question "Do you favor or oppose posing questions directly to the reader in interpretive 
text?" 

Do you favor or oppose posing questions 
directly to the reader in interpretive text?  n=45 

  Frequency  Relative Frequency 
Favor 25 56% 

Somewhat favor 14 31% 
Somewhat oppose 6 13% 

Oppose 0 0% 
 



10 
 

 
Figure 1. Themes from respondent’s written comments and the percent of respondents who agreed with each theme 
statement on the use of questions 

The use of humor  

Respondents were asked “Do you favor or oppose the use of humor in interpretive 

text?” to which there was a majority of respondents supporting the use of humor, with 40% and 

49% in favor and somewhat in favor respectively. Only 9% and 2% somewhat opposed and 

opposed the use of humor respectively (table 2). 

From the comments that respondents provided, there were some limitations and 

cautions placed on the use of humor, ranging from considerations that humor can be 

exclusionary and misinterpreted to that humor must be kind. The top three themes that 

respondents to the second survey agreed with were: humor must be kind, humor can exclude 

some cultures, humor can create a powerful emotional connection with the reader (figure 2). 
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I agree with none of the statements above

The question should not be answered immediately in
subsequent content

Questions should have more than one answer

Questions must be open-ended

Can become overused easily

Questions should be something the visitor can answer
or figure out

Good questions are ones that visitors are already asking

The visitor should not feel quizzed by the question

Questions must be engaging or intriguing

Questions can encourage engagement with the material

Percent of respondents who agreed with statement

Respondents Statements Regarding Use of Questions
n=27
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Table 2. Responses from CIPs the question "Do you favor or oppose the use of humor in interpretive text?" 

Do you favor or oppose the use of humor in 
interpretive text? n=45 

  Frequency  Relative Frequency 
Favor 18 40% 

Somewhat favor 22 49% 
Somewhat oppose 4 9% 

Oppose 1 2% 
 

 
Figure 2. Themes from respondent's written comments and the percent of respondents who agreed with each theme 
statement on the use of humor 

The use of personal pronouns 

Respondents were asked “Do you favor or oppose the use of personal pronouns (you, 

we, us, our) in interpretive text?” to which there was a majority of respondents supporting the 

use personal pronouns, with 60% and 31% in favor and somewhat in favor respectively. Only 

6% and 2% somewhat opposed and opposed the use of personal pronouns respectively (table 

3). 
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I agree with none of the statements above

Humor can detract from the overall meaning of the text

Only use humor if it is thoroughly tested on audiences

Humor is easy to misinterpret

Humor can create a powerful emotional connection with the
reader

Humor can exclude some cultures

Humor must be kind

Percent of respondents who agreed with statement

Respondents Statements Regarding Use of Humor
n=25
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While the results of the opinion question showed support, some comments suggested 

that the use of inclusionary pronouns like us and we can be offensive if the reader does not 

consider themselves part of “we” or “us.” There was also a caveat that personal pronouns are 

better used in first-hand quotations and accounts. The three themes that respondents in the 

second survey agreed with most were: using personal pronouns can create empathy, the use of 

personal pronouns connect the material to the reader, and the use of personal pronouns creates 

active voice (figure 3).  

Table 3. Responses from CIPs the question "Do you favor or oppose the use of personal pronouns in interpretive text?" 

 

 
Figure 3. Themes from respondent's written comments and the percent of respondents who agreed with each theme 
statement on the use of personal pronouns. 

0%

38%

38%

50%

83%

83%

0.00% 20.00% 40.00% 60.00% 80.00% 100.00%

I agree with none of the statements above

Using "we" or "us" can be presumptive or offensive if not
used carefully, as it can box people into a group

Personal pronouns are more effective when used as first
hand accounts - like in journal entries

The use of personal pronouns creates active voice

The use of personal pronouns connects the material to the
reader

Using personal pronouns can create empathy

Percent of respondents who agreed with statement

Respondents Statements Regarding Use of Personal Pronouns
n=24

Do you favor or oppose the use of personal pronouns 
(You, We, Us, Our, etc.) in interpretive text? n=45 

  Frequency  Relative Frequency 
Favor 27 60% 

Somewhat favor 14 31% 
Somewhat oppose 3 6% 

Oppose 1 2% 
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The use of comparative figures of speech 

Respondents were asked “Do you favor or oppose the use of comparative figures of 

speech (metaphors, analogies, antitheses) in interpretive text?” to which there was a majority of 

respondents supporting the use of comparative figures of speech, with 76% and 18% in favor 

and somewhat in favor respectively. Only 4% and 2% somewhat opposed and opposed the use 

of humor respectively (table 4). 

 
While the results of the opinion question showed overwhelming support, there were a 

number of written comments that showed caution to use of comparative figures of speech. 

Respondents suggested that this type of language must be universally understood and that it can 

be easily overused. The top two themes that respondents in the second survey agreed with most 

were neutral and negative. While the third most selected statement was positive, saying that  

figurative language makes text more relatable (figure 4).  

Table 4. Responses from CIPs the question “Do you favor or oppose the use of comparative figures of speech (metaphors, 
analogies, antitheses) in interpretive text?" 

Do you favor or oppose the use of comparative 
figures of speech (metaphors, analogies, 

antitheses) in interpretive text? 
n=45 

  Frequency  Relative Frequency 
Favor 34 76% 

Somewhat favor 8 18% 
Somewhat oppose 2 4% 

Oppose 1 2% 
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Figure 4. Themes from respondent's written comments and the percent of respondents who agreed with each theme 
statement on the use of comparative figures of speech. 

 

The number of words used for interpretive text 

Respondents were asked first to identify what forms of interpretive text they had 

created, introductory panels, single object labels, and wayside panels. A follow-up question then 

asked them what the maximum number of words that should be used for the forms of 

interpretive text that they had selected. As this was a quantitative data source, the first thing to 

look at is the variation. Variation was quite high between introductory panels, single object 

labels, and wayside panels, with standard deviations between 19.2 and 110.9. With such high 

standard deviations, the most accurate value to use is the median, not mean.  The median values 

were 80, 35, and 150 words for introductory panels, single object labels, and wayside panels 

respectively (table 5). 
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There were fewer comments submitted for this question than any other. However, there 

were still some common themes from the few comments that were given. The three themes in 

the submitted comments were: chunking words into small paragraphs are just as important as 

overall word count, the fewer words – the better, word count depends on many different 

factors, and there is no rule (figure 5). 

 
Table 5. Responses from CIPs the question "What is the maximum number of words that should be used on these different 
forms of interpretive text? " 

What is the maximum number of words that should be used on 
these different forms of interpretive text? 

  Introductory  
Panels 

Single Object 
Labels Wayside Panels 

n 31 29 33 
Mean 104.03 39.83 158.03 

Median 80.00 35.00 150.00 
Std Dev 71.85 19.20 110.94 

 

 
Figure 5. Themes from respondent's written comments and the percent of respondents who agreed with each theme 
statement regarding maximum word count. 
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I agree with none of the statements above

Word count depends on many different factors, there is no rule

The fewer words  - the better

Chunking words into small paragraphs is just as important as
overall word count

Percent of respondents who agreed with statement

Respondents Statements Regarding Number of Words
n=23
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Whether to write to a specific audience segment or the broadest 

audience possible 

Respondents were asked “When writing interpretive labels do you write to a specific 

audience segment or do you write to the broadest audience possible?” to which the majority, 

73.3% responded they write to the broadest audience possible with 26.7% writing to a specific 

audience (table 6). There were not any comments submitted with this question. 

Table 6.  Responses from CIPs the question "When writing interpretive labels do you write to a specific audience segment or 
do you write to the broadest audience possible? " 

When writing interpretive labels do you write to a 
specific audience segment or do you write to the 

broadest audience possible? 
n=45 

  Frequency  Relative Frequency 
Broadest audience possible 33 73% 

Specific audience 12 27% 

Reading level 

Respondents were first asked if they considered reading level when writing interpretive 

text to general audiences, 98% of respondents said that they did. Those respondents who did 

consider reading level were then asked to identify the highest reading level that should be used 

when writing interpretive text for general audiences. The most selected response was 8th-9th 

grade (14-15 years old) at 41% of respondents, followed closely by 6th-7th grade (12-13 years old) 

at 37% of respondents (table 7). There were not any comments submitted with this question.  
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Table 7. Responses from CIPs the question "What is the highest reading level that should be used when writing interpretive 
text for general audiences?" 

What is the highest reading level that should be used 
when writing interpretive text for general audiences? n=44 

  Frequency  Relative Frequency 
4th-5th grade (10 -11 years old) 4 9% 
6th-7th grade (12-13 years old) 16 36% 
8th-9th grade (14-15 years old) 18 41% 

10th-11th grade (16-17 years old) 5 11% 
Reading levels are not important 1 2% 

 

Use of evaluation in interpretive text development 

Respondents were asked what kinds of evaluation they conduct with the text they 

develop, front-end, formative, remedial, and summative. Of the respondents, 20% used all four 

forms of evaluation, 13% left comments stating that they did not conduct evaluations with 

visitors 23% used only one evaluation type and 45% use either two or three types. The four 

types of evaluations were evenly used between respondents with all but remedial being used at 

55% and remedial being used 43% (table 8). There were no common themes from the 

comments submitted for this item. 

Table 8. Responses from CIPs the question "What kinds of evaluation, if any, do you normally conduct with visitors when 
developing interpretive text?" 

What kinds of evaluation, if any, do you normally conduct 
with visitors when developing interpretive text?  n=40 

  Frequency  Relative Frequency 

Front end evaluation 
(evaluation before prototypes) 22 55% 

Formative evaluation  
(evaluation with protypes) 22 55% 

Remedial evaluation  
(evaluation with final product) 17 43% 

Summative evaluation 
(evaluation well after projected is completed) 22 55% 

Other 8 20% 
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Most important guideline for interpretive writing  

The final interpretive writing question asked on the first survey was “What do you 

believe is the single most important guideline that should be followed when writing interpretive 

text?” This open-ended question was supposed to be a catch-all for respondents to submit any 

final comments that the survey may have spawned for them. This type of question at the end of 

surveys is recommended to reduce response error (Dillman, Smyth, & Christian, 2014). There 

was an overwhelming response to this question with all but three individuals responding. The 

data collected from this question was not initially going to be analyzed, but because of the 

quality and quantity of comments, it was reviewed. 

 From the responses, 12 common guidelines emerged. All themes were directly related to 

writing methods except two: panels must be visually attractive and communicate as much as 

possible with graphics. From the second survey, there were four top guidelines: panels must be 

visually attractive, write using active voice, have fun - interpretative text should not be dry or 

dull, and write so that it relates to visitors’ experience (figure 6). 
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Figure 6. Themes from respondent's written comments and the percent of respondents who agreed with each theme 
statement regarding the most important guideline for interpretive writing 

Discussion 

The use of questions 

There are many authors who give broad support to using questions, and 86% of 

respondents also favored their use (Hughs & Ballantyne, 2010; Moscardo, Ballantyne, & 

Hughes, 2007; Natural Resources Services, 2003; Powerhouse Museum, n.d.; Scottish Natural 

Heritage, 2018). Although most support using questions, some authors tend to be more 

restricted in their support (Denver Art Museum, 2007; Leeds Museums and Galleries, 2017; 

Perry, 2012; Serrell, 2015; Victoria and Albert Museum, 2013; Wetterlund, 2013). The comments 

that were submitted echoed points discussed in the literature. All the comments that over 50% 

of respondents agreed with were also comments laced throughout the  literature (Denver Art 

Museum, 2007; Perry, 2012; Serrell, 2015; Victoria and Albert Museum, 2013). Looking at both 
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n=25
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the literature and responses from this study, interpretive writers would be wise to use sincere 

questions — sincere meaning that the question is written for the visitor, not at the indulgence of 

the writer to create a “catchy” heading. To increase the sincerity of the question writers should 

not make the visitor feel tested, and the answer to the question should be easy to find out. A 

common tip found in both the literature and in this study is to ask questions that readers are 

already asking (Serrell, 2015).  

The use of humor 

 The disagreement between authors on whether to use humor was one of the smallest out 

of the eight different topics; the majority of texts are very apprehensive about using humor 

(Australian Museum, 2015; Denver Art Museum, 2007; Serrell, 2015; Victoria and Albert 

Museum, 2013) only a few authors gave broad support to using humor in text (Hughs & 

Ballantyne, 2010; Moscardo, Ballantyne, & Hughes, 2007). While most authors caution against 

using humor, most respondents in the study supported its use. This contrast is perplexing, why 

were so many professionals supporting the use of humor? Delving into the comments gave the 

answer, most support using humor only if it is done carefully to avoid alienating the reader. One 

respondent gave the example of how when writing a sign for a Canadian community he included 

a joke about how a “boat builder was told his boat looked like a peppermint knob after he 

painted it and he laughed.” He included the joke because people reading the sign would likely be 

from the community and relate to the locally popular treat, peppermint knobs. This example 

illustrates how humor should be used, the joke is kind, and it will connect directly with the 

audience. Using humor for signage that may be read by many different cultures will likely 

exclude readers because humor is cultural.   
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The use of personal pronouns 

  Serrell (2015) was the only author to caution against using personal pronouns; every 

other work recommended their use. With this overwhelming support from the literature, there 

was equally strong support from respondents; 91% of respondents supported using personal 

pronouns. The only negative theme found in the comments was that using “we” or “us” can be 

presumptive or offensive because it can put people into groups that they do not identify with. 

This perspective is important and was not found in any of the literature reviewed. While unique, 

only 38% of people agreed with this theme, while 83% agreed that personal pronouns can create 

empathy and connect readers to the material. This idea of inclusionary terms like “we” and “us” 

being exclusionary relates to the awakening of people to institutional voice. People are 

becoming more vocal about not being represented by mainstream institutions like museums, 

parks, and even zoos. Values are changing - for example, do “we” want dolphins in captivity, is 

this “our” public land, and is it really up to “us” to preserve wetlands? This topic of what “we” 

means is one that is constantly developing. Even though using personal pronouns do create a 

relatable conversational tone, writers should think about who the reader could be and if the 

conversation would be appropriate for them.  

The use of comparative figures of speech 

 Echoing a similar perspective with regards to the use of personal pronouns, many 

authors support using comparative figures of speech like metaphors, similes, and analogies 

(Gross, Zimmerman, & Buchholz, 2006; Ham, 2013; Hughs & Ballantyne, 2010; Moscardo, 

Ballantyne, & Hughes, 2007; Natural Resources Services, 2003; Scottish Natural Heritage, 2018; 

State of Washington, 2000; Veverka, n.d.). Only a handful of authors recommend sparse use of 

figurative language (Australian Museum, 2015; Perry, 2012; Oakland Museum of California, 

2010; Serrell, 2015). While over 75% of respondents favored using comparative figures of 
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speech, respondent’s comments and Serrell (2015), Perry (2012) and the Oakland Museum 

(2010) expressed cautions towards their use. When using figurative language writers should 

recognize that not all metaphors, analogies and antitheses are universal. Much like humor, it is 

important to use relatable figures of speech. While this tool can make text more relatable, it can 

do the opposite and alienate the reader if the metaphor or analogy is not understood by the 

visitor.  

The number of words used for interpretive text 

The study and the literature were in close alignment when it came to the preferred word 

count; the medians for the three label types ranged from 35-150 words, which is on track for 

what most authors recommend (Bitgood S. , 1991; Gross, Zimmerman, & Buchholz, 2006; 

Serrell, 2015). A couple authors suggest up to 200 words for introductory panels; this was not 

consistent with the responses, which had a median of 80 words (J. Paul Getty Museum, 2011; 

Santamaría-Wheeler, 2015). There was, however, a lot of variance in the responses, with 

standard deviations between 19.2 and 110.9, suggesting that there might not be a consensus on 

the best word count. While there is variability of the word count, 65% of respondents agreed 

that the fewer words, the better. When writing panels, it is important to keep length in check 

and make the label appear short by chunking words into small easy to read paragraphs.  

Whether to write to a specific audience segment or the broadest 

audience possible 

 The results supported most of the literature’s view that text should be written to the 

broadest audience possible, rather than trying to segment writing to a specific audience (Falk & 

Dierking, 2013; Minneapolis Institute of Arts, 1993; Oakland Museum of California, 2010; 

Serrell, 2015; State of Washington, 2000; Victoria and Albert Museum, 2013). There are a few 
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authors that have a dissenting opinion, suggesting that writers should conduct extensive 

audience research to determine their previous knowledge, desires and motivations rather than 

writing for a broad general audience (Hughs & Ballantyne, 2010; Moscardo, Ballantyne, & 

Hughes, 2007). However, with 73% of respondents in agreement, writers should write for a 

broad audience.  

Reading Level 

 The data supported most of the literature in suggesting writing for a reading level 

between sixth and eighth grade (Bureau of Reclamation, 2006; Glasgow Museums, n.d.; Leeds 

Museums and Galleries, 2017; Moscardo, Ballantyne, & Hughes, 2007; National Park Service, 

2009; Natural Resources Services, 2003; Province of Nova Scotia , 2008; Serrell, 2015; State of 

Washington, 2000).  

Use of evaluation in interpretive text 

When it came to evaluation, comments from the survey preferred that the writing be 

tested on visitors. Additionally, many authors stress the importance of evaluating text with 

visitors in all four evaluative stages, front-end, formative, remedial and summative evaluation 

(Australian Museum, 2015; National Park Service, 2009; Oakland Museum of California, 2010; 

Perry, 2012; Serrell, 2015). While testing text on visitors was a common theme in the comments, 

only 20% of respondents are conducting full evaluations. Further work should be done to 

investigate how professionals evaluate interpretive text with audiences. Is there less evaluation 

because it is unnecessary to conduct all four stages of evaluation or is it because there are 

normally not the resources?  
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Limitations 

There are a couple of limitations in this study. First is the sample pool itself, by sampling 

CIPs there is a certain level of homogeneity in the pool that is not necessarily found throughout 

the interpretive writing profession. Not all professional interpretive writers are CIPs meaning 

only a purposeful subsection of interpretive writers were investigated. Additionally, all CIPs 

have taken and passed the same test on the interpretive process and interpretive planning, 

meaning that they are possibly less diverse than the general population of interpretive writers. 

These limitations were known when the respondent pool was selected. I still selected the CIP 

directory because it provided access to a diverse group of professionals from museums, zoos, 

government agencies, exhibit development companies, nature centers, and other organizations.  

Despite having varied organizational workplaces represented, results were mostly 

homogenous. Overall respondents agreed with using all literary techniques studied. There was 

no typology with those that did not favor certain techniques either. No respondent opposed 

more than one technique while all respondents favored more than two. This pool represented 

provided a high level of expertise, with many of the individuals being leaders in the field of 

interpretation and having many years of experience. This may have led to the homogeneous 

response, as many of these respondents likely have been to the CIP conferences that NAI hosts 

and talked with each other about these topics. With more time and resources, it would have 

been beneficial to add individuals outside of the CIP directory for a closer fit to all interpretive 

writers.  

The second limitation is the sampling of respondents. Because of a small number of 

people in the sample pool and challenges with low response rates for online surveys, there was 

no random sampling (Sue & Ritter, 2012). Instead, I chose to do a “saturation sample” to 
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attempt to reduce coverage error. Because the entire response pool was contacted a total of four 

times over the study, I decided to not conduct a non-response bias survey because of high 

respondent burden. The lack of a non-response check means that there is a chance of 

nonresponse error. I did, however, check to make sure that representatives from museums, 

exhibit companies, government organizations, history sites, and nature parks all were included 

in the response. By covering all these organizations, there is less of a chance of nonresponse bias.  

Conclusions  

With advancements in communication technology like virtual reality, beacons, and 

smartphones it may seem like something as simple as written word is no longer relevant. 

However, text remains the bedrock of communication. While QR codes and other innovative 

ideas will come and go, signs continue to greet visitors at trailheads and provide concise labels 

ready to interpret any painting. The simplicity of a sign is what makes it constant, but also is 

what makes it difficult to do well. While the visitor’s reaction to interpretive text has been 

examined, a look at how professionals develop text has not. Through this study, professionals 

with over 650 years of combined experience shared some of their expertise on how to write 

signage.  

For the interpretive writer this study provides the following recommendations: 

1. Write questions to your reader, but make sure that the question is sincerely for 

the visitor and engages them. 

2. Use kind humor in signage. However that joke you think is funny may not be to 

someone from another culture. 

3. Including “you, we, us, and our” connects the reader to the material and can 

create empathy.  



26 
 

4. Comparative figures of speech like metaphors and analogies can make your text 

more relatable, though these figures of speech need to be universal and can be a 

struggle for non-native English speakers.  

5. As a guideline keep your introductory panels to 80 words, object labels to 35 

words and wayside panels to 150 words.  

6. When determining who your audience is, go broad and write to the most people 

possible.  

7. Keep your vocabulary at a 6th to 9th grade reading level.  

8. Evaluation with audiences is good, either front-end, formative remedial or 

summative. Not many people use all four.  

9. Write with an active voice. 

10. Keep your interpretive text fun. 

11. Write to relate with visitor’s experience. 

12. If you want people to read your text, the medium should be visually attractive 

The 12 recommendations from this study support much of the longstanding literature on 

interpretive writing. While these recommendations represent the opinions of experts in the 

field, they do not consider limitations of institutions that produce signage. There are many 

organizations that have an institutional voice that does not match the use of humor or personal 

pronouns. These recommendations do not attempt to change an institution’s style but represent 

ideas for writing environment with few limits.  

Although slower than changes in technology there are still changes in language, and 

while the recommendations may be valid today, they will continue to develop. Few 

professionals agreed with the theme regarding pronouns - that using “we” and “us” can alienate 

readers by grouping them in a box they do not identify with. As a result, this was not included as 
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a recommendation. However, this theme was also absent in the literature and may represent a 

changing in the tone of interpretive text. As the world becomes increasingly hyperconnected, 

there have been great changes in social norms in the last two decades. Every week there is a new 

controversy about how something is written. Because interpretive signage can stay installed for 

years, writers must be not only cognizant of current recommendations but also predict future 

changes in norms.  
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