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Introduction 

There is a substantial body of research concerned with the behavior of visitors in 

museums, galleries and science centers, settings that are sometimes referred to as 

informal learning environments. Much of this research has focused on the individual 

visitor and addressed their cognitive response to particular exhibits or exhibitions. 

Interview, questionnaire, and in some cases, tracking visitors have proved popular 

ways of gathering data; data that can be subject to measurement and quantitative 

analysis. Research has been driven by a commitment to understanding the 

effectiveness of exhibits and exhibitions and to exploring the extent to which they 

encourage and engender understanding of science, culture and the arts. The quality of 

an individual's experience at an exhibit has received less attention, and despite the 

growing interest in situated learning and collaborative action, we still know little of 

the conduct and interaction that arises at, with and around the exhibit. Indeed, it is 

increasingly recognized that communication and interaction provide the foundation to 

learning in informal environments such as museums and galleries, and yet the 

interaction between visitors, both those that are with others and those who just happen 

to be in the same space, remains surprisingly neglected. This neglect derives, in part, 

from the types of method that are conventionally used to examine conduct and 

experience in museums, galleries and science centers. 

 

In this paper, we wish to briefly discuss a distinctive approach to the analysis of 

informal learning, an approach that places situated conduct and interaction at the heart 

of the agenda. In general the approach draws on methodological developments within 

sociology and in particular ethnomethodology and conversation analysis. These 

general methodological developments are augmented by a growing body of research 

 2



Draft – in press 

that has come to be known as 'workplace studies' (Heath & Luff, 2000; Luff, 

Hindmarsh & Heath, 2000; Suchman, 1987). These studies have directed analytic 

attention towards the action and interaction with and around the material environment 

and in particular the ways in which tools, technologies, objects and artifacts feature in, 

and gain their occasioned sense and significance through, practical collaborative 

activity. They include for example studies of control centers, newsrooms and 

operating theatres. Many of these investigations use video, augmented by field 

studies, to examine the fine details of interaction and to explore how people, in 

concert with others accomplish social action and activities. We are interested in 

drawing on these methods and antic commitments to explore the behavior and 

experience of visitors in informal learning environments. 

Background 

This paper is part of a programme of research we have been undertaking for a number 

of years concerned with conduct and interaction in museums and galleries. The 

research was originally driven by an interest in practical aesthetics and the ways in 

which people responded to works of art and decorative art. More generally, we were 

interested in exploring how people encountered objects and artifacts in museums and 

galleries through their interaction with others, not only those they were with, but those 

who just happened to be in the same space. These concerns have led to a number of 

projects, funded by the Wellcome Trust, the UK research councils as well as the 

European Commission (Disappearing Computer Programme). These projects are 

exploring, both the character and organization of people's response to exhibits and 

exhibitions and how their response emerges in and through social interaction, talk, 

visual and material conduct. They also address the design of exhibits and exhibitions 

and the assumptions or presuppositions concerning the response and behavior of 
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visitors that inform their development and deployment. Underlying these analytic 

issues, is an interest in the ways in which we can enhance participation and 

collaboration in museums and galleries and the ways in which new techniques and 

technologies can create new forms of engagement. In general, we have been less 

concerned with education, but through an NSF funded project, namely CILS (Center 

for Informal learning and Schools with the Exploratorium and the University of Santa 

Cruz) we are beginning to explore the ways in which detailed studies of what happens 

at the exhibit may contribute to our understanding of, and support for, informal 

learning in museums and galleries (Heath & vom Lehn, 2004; vom Lehn, Heath & 

Hindmarsh, 2001). 

 

As part of the projects we have undertaken studies of conduct and interaction in a 

range of museums, galleries and science centers in the UK and abroad including,- the 

Science Museum, the Tate Britain and Tate Modern, the Victoria and Albert Museum, 

the Courtauld Institute of Art, the science centers Explore-at-Bristol and Green’s Mill, 

the Glasgow Science Centre, the Musee des Beaux Arts Rouen, Beatrice Royal Arts 

and Crafts Gallery, Nottingham Castle, the Zentrum für Kunst und Medien (ZKM, 

Karlsruhe), the Sculpture and Functional Arts Exposition (Chicago) and Shipley Art 

Gallery. 

Data collection 

In undertaking this programme of research we have gathered a substantial body of 

data. The data consists of audio-visual recordings of the conduct and interaction of 

people, their talk, visual and material conduct, at exhibits in museums and galleries. It 

also consists of field observations, and interviews and discussions with visitors, 

museum managers, designers, educationalists, and curators. With our interest in social 
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interaction however, it is the audio-visual recordings that form the principal vehicle 

for analysis.- They offer certain advantages over more conventional qualitative data. 

They provide the resources through which we can capture (versions of) the conduct 

and interaction of visitors and subject their actions and activities to detailed, repeated 

scrutiny, using slow-motion facilities and the like. They expose the fine details of 

conduct and interaction, details that are unavailable in more conventional forms of 

data, and yet details that form the very foundation to how people see and experience 

exhibits in museums and galleries. Unlike other forms of data, audio-visual recordings 

also provide the researcher with the opportunity to share, present and discuss the raw 

materials on which observations and analysis are based, a facility that is rare within 

the social sciences and that places an important constraint on the analysis of data. 

 

The analysis of the audio-visual materials is augmented by field observation and data 

gathered through interview and discussion. These and related materials, such as 

exhibit specifications, requirement documents, copies of labels, instructions, gallery 

guides and the like, provide important resources with which to situate and understand 

the conduct and interaction of visitors. For example, it is not unusual for people to 

selectively voice instructions or labels to others as they approach or examine an 

exhibit. The analysis of the interaction needs to consider how participants occasion, 

embed, or transform, this information within talk and action. Moreover, video and 

audio recording inevitably provide a selective view of events, and while this view 

may encompass a broad range of actions and activities that arise at an exhibit, it can 

be useful to know what else may be happening more generally within the scene. As 

part of data collection therefore we systematically interleave field observations, 

information from materials and comments from interviews and discussions, with 
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recorded data, and where relevant, take these into account in the analysis of the 

participants’ action and interaction. 

 

Undertaking video-based field studies raises a number of ethical issues that are widely 

discussed within textbooks and monographs in qualitative research. In discussion with 

museum personnel and visitors we have developed a set of practices that are designed 

to publicize the research and it aims and objectives and to maximize opportunities for 

participants to withhold or withdraw cooperation if they so wish. We place notices 

informing visitors of the research at the entrance to the museum and the relevant 

galleries; notices that invite potential participants to discuss data collection with the 

researcher, and if they have any reservations, before, during or after the event offering 

to cease recording or destroy any records. In general visitors have shown great deal of 

interest in the research and willingness to participate. 

 

Audio-visual recording is preceded by a period of fieldwork in museums and 

galleries. Fieldwork, including discussions with museum staff, provides useful 

information concerning exhibits and exhibitions and areas in galleries that might be of 

particular interest. It also provides an opportunity to consider how it might be best to 

position the camera(s) and place microphones. An important consideration is how to 

position equipment so as to minimize the obtrusiveness of the equipment and the 

recording. In this regard, it is important to position and focus the camera so that it 

captures the conduct and interaction of the participants within the scene whilst not 

demanding that the researcher remains behind the camera. Indeed, it is not unusual for 

potentially interesting data to be undermined by the ambitions of the person filming 

the scene, who mistakenly believes that through subtle operation of the camera, it is 
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possible to encompass the interaction of the participants. We remain in the gallery to 

undertake field observation, answer any queries from visitors, whilst having set the 

camera to record, avoiding being seen to operate the equipment. In this regard, audio-

visual recording coupled with background fieldwork can prove far less obtrusive than 

conventional participant and non-participant observation.  

 

Initial data collection is followed by a review, in which we examine the materials to 

assess the quality of the images and sound and to identify any issues that might be 

relevant to further data collection. We also undertake preliminary analysis of a 

selected number of fragments and begin to reflect upon any particular actions and 

activities that might inform how we gather further data, be it through video, fieldwork 

or even interview. The preliminary analysis is followed by further data collection in 

turn that is subject to more detailed analysis. Data collection and analysis therefore is 

an iterative and complimentary process designed and refined with regard to the 

practical issues and analytic insights that emerge through detailed inspection of the 

data (Heath & Hindmarsh, 2002; vom Lehn, Heath & Hindmarsh, 2002).  

Analyzing audio-visual data 

Our approach to the analysis of data draws from methodological developments within 

sociology and in particular ethnomethodology (Garfinkel, 1967) and conversation 

analysis (Sacks, 1992). The approach is driven by three principal assumptions that 

direct analytic attention towards the local, practical accomplishment of social actions 

and activities. In the first instance, we are concerned with the indexical character of 

practical action and inextricable relationship between action and ‘context’. To put it 

another way,- the intelligibility of action, its sense and significance, is inseparable 

from the occasion, moment and circumstances in which it is produced. Secondly, 
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social actions and activities are emergent and contingently accomplished with regard 

to each other;- to use Heritage’s (1984) charaterization, the action is both context 

sensitive and context renewing. This emergent, ongoing, interactional 

accomplishment of social action and activity is perhaps most manifest in talk and 

conversation and the ways in which a next utterance, a turn at talk, is produced with 

regard to the immediately preceding action(s) and in turn, implicates, provides the 

framework for a subsequent utterance(s). The emergent and socio-temporal character 

of human action is a critical feature of context and situation; indeed, the real time 

contributions of others is the most pervasive ‘contingency’ for social action. The 

situated character of practical action therefore does not simply point to the 

circumstances in which an activity arises, but rather to the ways in which social 

actions and activities emerge, moment by moment. Thirdly, the analysis is concerned 

with explicating the organization through which participants produce particular 

actions and make sense of the actions of others; that is, it is directed towards the 

practices and reasoning that inform practical accomplishment of everyday, emergent, 

context embedded, activities.  

 

Analysis proceeds on a ‘case by case’ and involves the highly detailed examination of 

particular actions with regard to the immediate context and a particular interactional 

environment in which they arise. The specific location and character of an action, be it 

vocal, visual or material, and its relationship to, embededness in, the immediately 

surrounding framework of activity, the preceding and proceeding action(s), is critical, 

not just to how the participants produce and coordinate their actions, but to the ways 

in which it is scrutinized. Analysis focuses on the ‘work’ that particular actions are 

accomplishing in situ, then and there, and in particular on the ways in which they 
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reveal interactional relations to the immediately prior and proceeding action(s). For 

example, we might consider how particular action such as an assessment of an 

exhibit, creates an opportunity for, and engenders, a specific action from a co-

participant, that in turn, implicates subsequent action. These sequential relation 

between actions therefore form an important focus of analytic enquiry and provide a 

foundation to the ways in which people accomplish activities in interaction, with each 

other. 

 

The importance of the location and form of an action within the emergent 

accomplishment of an activity demands a procedure, a system, that enables the 

researcher to capture and represent features of the participants conduct. There is long-

standing convention in conversation analysis and cognate approaches for the 

transcription of talk, a convention that is primarily concerned with representing the 

interactional features of talk (Atkinson & Heritage, 1984; Drew & Heritage, 1992; 

Sacks, 1974).  

 

The transcription of visual, and material conduct such as handling an object, has 

proved a long-standing problem for students of social interaction and there remains no 

conventional procedure through which the visual is represented. Our own solution, a 

solution we believe that is used by others who are interested in multi-modal 

interaction is transcribe, at least the onset and completion, of the visual and material 

features of the participants’ conduct with regard to the talk and/or silence or pauses. 

To provide a more suitable spatial representation of the participants’ conduct and its 

relationship the transcription is laid out horizontally (Goodwin, 1981; Heath, 1986). 
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It is critical however to underscore that the data on which analysis is based is the 

audio-visual recording. The transcription provides an important vehicle for becoming 

familiar with the complexities of a particular fragment and beginning to explicate the 

relations between actions and activities. It also provides an important resource for 

documenting observations and recalling insights and analytic observations.  

 

Although data collection and analysis are primarily undertaken by the principal 

investigator we regularly hold data workshops involving some or all members of our 

research group. In those workshops we discuss one or two short video-fragments. This 

discussion aids the refinement of transcripts and helps to further develop the analytic focus 

of our research. The participation of external researchers and practitioners is of great value 

as they often are able to provide a distinct perspective on the data which supports the 

relevance of our investigations. However, such data workshops should not be confused 

with the data analysis. In a sense, they only are “aids to sluggish imagination” (Garfinkel). 

Discovering exhibits 

There is a long-standing interest in explanation in museums and galleries. Curators 

and museum managers for example, are concerned with designing and providing 

explanations to visitors, and it is not unusual to find visitors themselves looking for 

explanations as they approach an exhibit. Explanation is a critical aspect of learning, 

yet unlike the more formal activities found in schools, such as a class or lecture, in 

museums and galleries explanations often arise contingently, with friends, parents, 

even teachers providing an account 'off the cuff' using whatever resources may be at 

hand. Indeed, to understand informal learning within museums and galleries, it is 

perhaps worthwhile considering how explanation at the exhibit face is occasioned, 

and when it does arise, how does it emerge and develop. 
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We would like to briefly discuss an example. It is drawn from a science centre in 

southwest England known as Explore at Bristol. The exhibit in question is known, 

slightly disconcertingly, as “Heart Spurt” and is part of an exhibition area entitled 

‘Your Amazing Brain’. 

Image 1.0. 

 

 

Heart Spurt demonstrates how the heart pumps blood throughout the body during the 

lifetime of a human being. The exhibit consists of a number of interconnected 

transparent tubes and spheres, a plastic hand pump, and an electronic display. By 

squeezing the hand pump, a visitor forces a red fluid representing blood through the 

system of tubes into a big, plastic sphere. From there, the blood flows, through a 

further set of tubes into a small sphere at the bottom of the exhibit.  

 

The exhibit also emits an audible heartbeat and flashing light on the display. The pace 

of the beat can be varied by virtue of three buttons on a small table by the exhibit. The 

visitor is encouraged to select the pace of the heartbeat and squeeze the pump in time 

with the beat. S/he thereby discovers the extraordinary strain the squeezing places on 

the muscles; a strain the actual heart copes with unproblematically for much of 

peoples’ lives. 
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Consider the following fragment. A man, Gerry arrives at the exhibit and begins to 

squeeze the pump. A few moments later, he is joined by his companion, Christine. 

Soon after she arrives Christine enquires 'what is it supposed to (.) number'. 

Transcript 1 

C: What is it? 

    [ 

G:         well what it is if you you press that

                                      [ 

C:                                     Yah 

                                                [ 

G:                                             There are (spurts) 

of red looking juice which is supposed to be blood goes up 

and hits the in(.)to the sphere. 

C: Yah whats it supposed to::= 

G: =then it comes back down into the heart there. 

C: Yah but whats it supposed to (.) number 

G: O:h well thats if you are at rest its seventy five times 

squeeze that in time with the beat 

 (3.3) 

C: No I ca:nt

G: Just go 

 (6.6) 

Or if you go run (4.3) hundred and forty 

C: Hrrr isn’t this (brutal) 

 

The transcription of the talk draws on Jefferson’s (1984) conventions. A ‘?’ stands for 

a lowering of the voice, a’[‘ for overlapping talk, ‘(spurts)’ for an utterance the 

analyst could not properly hear and is not entirely sure about, ‘=’ for talk that latches 
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onto another, ‘that’ for emphasized utterances, ‘(.)’ for momentary but audible pauses 

and (4.3) for a pause of four seconds and a third of a second. 

 

The utterance seeks an explanation, “What is it?”. It provides a sequentially relevant 

opportunity, in next turn, for Gerry to provide an explanation about the exhibit. It 

elicits, or attempts to elicit, a specific next action from Gerry, an action that should 

arise in immediate juxtaposition to the question and of course that gains sense and 

significance by virtue of the enquiry. As Christine's response to Gerry's reply reveals, 

the explanation is not immediately forthcoming, indeed rather than giving a 

characterization of the purpose of the exhibit, Gerry continues to describe its 

operation, “There are spurts of red looking juice…”; indeed, he completes a 

description that corresponds to the final operation of the exhibit- the blood arriving in 

the final sphere. In a sense therefore we find a query arising that attempts to elicit an 

explanation at a juncture at which the co-participant’s prior activity remains 

incomplete; the response orientating to the turn slot created by the query, but 

disregarding its sequential import. 

 

In response to Gerry's reply, Christine once again attempts to elicit an explanation; 

recycling her query, “Yah but whats it supposed to (.) number”. Once again it fails, 

but in this case, even as she produces the query, Christine realigns the query, shifting 

prior to turn completion from the projected word “do" to the word “number” referring 

to the figure on the display. In turn, Gerry describes how you set the pace of the heart 

and encourages Christine to have a go, “squeeze that in time with the beat”  
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The fragment begins to reveal a momentary, but interesting, negotiation between the 

participants concerning the focus of their alignment to, or involvement in, the exhibit. 

Gerry's description characterizes the progressive path of the blood around the exhibit. 

Christine's query seeks to prematurely realign the activity or rather, invoke a shift 

from the operation of the exhibit, to its purpose. The query attempts to engender the 

realignment by eliciting a specific next action from Gerry that will establish an 

alternative trajectory for the interaction; that provides an opportunity for the 

participants to discuss what the exhibit is illustrating. It is a forceful way in which to 

engender this shift; a shift that intervenes in the progressive emergence of the 

description. 

 

For the purposes at hand, the fragment reveals, the contingent and emergent character 

of the participants’ conduct and the ways in which particular actions are occasioned 

by, and accomplished in the light of, the conduct of others. More specifically, we see 

that the sense and significance of the participants' actions are inextricably embedded 

within their immediate sequential environment, and that the production of an 

utterance or turn of talk, orientates to, but does not necessarily, align toward the 

sequential import of the prior. Moreover, the fragment reveals how we can inspect the 

participant's conduct, for example their response to the response they receive to their 

own query, to determine the ways in which they themselves are treating the co-

participant's action. However, the analysis could not expose why the participants do 

not manage to align their standpoints to the exhibit and generate an explanation that 

satisfies both, Gerry and Christine. 
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The visual and tactile 

It is apparent, even from this brief fragment that the conduct and interaction of the 

participants arises with regard to the exhibit and its use. We have already noted for 

example, that Gerry's description is sensitive to the progressive movement of the fluid 

around the exhibit and at various points he squeezes the pump to create the flow of 

blood. Throughout the talk, Christine orientates to various aspects of the exhibit and is 

encouraged to try squeezing the heart herself. The talk is embedded in, or dependent 

on, the participants’ visual and tangible orientation to the exhibit, just as the exhibit 

itself and its uses arise in and through the talk. It is perhaps worthwhile briefly 

returning to the fragment to consider how these various visual and tactile actions 

feature within the activity and the interaction at hand. 

 

The fragment begins when Christine arrives at the exhibit and turns to Gerry to pose a 

query. The following transcript 2 illustrates the sequential organization of the 

participants’ talk and visual conduct. As Christine arrives at the exhibit she looks at 

the valve and poses a query, “What’s this then?”, followed by a pause of a little more 

than two seconds. 

Transcript 2a 

W: Whats this then? 

 (2.3) 

 Looks gross at first 

 (2) 

 What is it? 

      [ 

M:       What it is…… 
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A moment later, she produces an assessment of the exhibit, “Looks gross at first” 

followed by another pause of two seconds. She then voices another query, “what is 

it?” which Gerry attends to by producing an explanation of “what it is…”. The 

explanation of the exhibit Gerry provides his companion with, is occasioned by the 

way in which his companion orients to the artifact. She poses questions and assesses 

her experience of Heart Spurt prompting him to shed light on the nature of the object. 

The analysis of the visitors’ talk alone does not suffice to understand why Gerry 

produces the explanation of the object at this location in the fragment. A careful 

examination of the visual and tactile conduct of the two participants may help to 

reveal the sequential organization of the interaction. 

 

 

 

The transcript 2b captures the participants’ talk and those aspects of their body 

movement that we consider critical for the analysis of this fragment. It is organized 

vertically to allow the identification of the exact location where actions occur in 

relation to one another. The upper half of the transcript illustrates Christine’s talk as 
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well as the movement of her gaze (<) and posture (⏐); the lower half shows Gerry’s 

talk and the movement of his gaze (<) and left hand (⊂). 

 

The transcript helps to reveal the coordination of the two participants’ talk and tactile 

conduct. Christine arrives at the exhibit, looks down (<  ↓1) with her posture upright 

(⎜  ↑2) as she produces her initial query, “What is it?”. We are particularly interested 

in the interactional relationship between Gerry’s explanation and his bodily and tactile 

action at the exhibit and Christine’s utterances and orientation to the artefact. The 

symbols encompassed by the two circles illustrate the sequential organization of the 

actions. 

 

Gerry presses the valve three times (XXX3) and looks up (↑4) where the red fluid 

shoots up to the sphere at the top of the exhibit. When his gaze shifts from the valve 

to the sphere Christine assesses her experience of the event, “looks gross at first”, and 

bends down (→↓5) to inspect the valve and small sphere where the red fluid is 

collected. A moment later, Christine stands upright, looks at the valve and rephrases 

her query, “what is it?”. Gerry releases the valve (x7), steps backwards and looks 

down (↓6) before beginning to produce an explanation of the exhibit, “what it is…”. 

Gerry’s release of the valve and explanation of the exhibit emerge in the light of 

Christine’s shift in orientation. She stands upright and displays that she has completed 

her examination of the artifact occasioning her companion to attend to her query. The 

transcript is a critical tool to map participants’ actions and reveal the sequential 

organization of their actions. It is a device that allows the researcher to identify 

particular events and preserve a record of the analysis (Heath & Hindmarsh, 2002).  
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We now return to the fragment to examine how Gerry’s explanation of Heart Spurt 

develops. In response to Christine’s query Gerry describes how squeezing the hand 

pump forces the fluid through the tubes. He overlays the tubes with gestures that 

portray and animate the upward flow of the fluid, “red looking juice which is 

supposed to be blood goes up and”.  

               Image 1.1.                               Image 1.2.                               Image 1.3. 

         

 

          

 

G: to be blood … goes up and hits the in(.)to the sphere. 

 

As Gerry describes how the fluid “hits the in(.)to the sphere” the gestures reach the 

top of the sphere revealing the rapid upward movement of the fluid. Gerry’s talk and 

bodily action describe and animate the exhibit and structure the way in which 

Christine looks at and makes sense of Heart Spurt. His actions serve to describe the 

exhibit and provide her with a particular way of looking. 
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                   Image 1.4.                             Image 1.5.                           Image 1.6. 

 

     

                                                      

 
 

                  C: its seventy five times    squeeze that… 

 

Christine monitors Gerry’s description of the exhibit. She follows her companion’s 

instructions to squeeze the hand pump and looks where the red fluid goes. However, 

her response to his description reveals that she requests an explanation of the purpose 

of Heart Spurt. By recycling her query she attempts to alter the trajectory of Gerry’s 

response and to elicit an explanation rather than a description of the exhibit. The reuse 

of her query is organized with the progression of Gerry’s description of Heart Spurt. 

At various points during the description Gerry orients to Christine waiting for her to 

display her understanding of his account of the exhibit. Christine in turn uses these 

pauses to voice her queries and to align Gerry’s with her orientation to Heart Spurt. 

When Gerry briefly pauses his description of Heart Spurt, Christine glances at the 

electronic display and occasions Gerry to look up and to attend to her query. The 

fleeting look at the display followed by Gerry’s glance at the same object 

momentarily aligns the participants’ visual orientation to the exhibit. Through his 

utterance Gerry marks his alignment to Christine’s query. He turns and points to the 

display and then describes the functioning of the exhibit by focusing on the 
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relationship between the three buttons on the small table, the electronic display and 

the squeezing of the hand pump. 

 

The analysis of the audio-/visual data helps to revealing the sequential organization of 

the participants’ verbal and bodily actions at Heart Spurt. Gerry’s action is sensitive to 

Christine’s question and shift in orientation. When she completes the inspection of the 

valve he produces an explanation of Heart Spurt that is aligned to the interest she has 

shown in his action on the valve just a moment earlier. He describes the relationship 

between the valve and the events in the tubes and spheres. Christine however is 

interested in other aspects of Heart Spurt, such as the numbers displayed on the wall-

panel. Her queries interject with his explanation of the functioning of the exhibit but 

are tied in the structure of his talk and bodily action at the exhibit. He attends to her 

query by explaining how the displayed number is related to the functioning of the 

exhibit and thus integrates her interjection in his action at Heart Spurt. 

Methodological Considerations 

We can begin to see therefore that the conduct of visitors and their experience of 

particular exhibits contingently arises in and through their interaction with others. The 

characteristics of an exhibit, the organisation of exhibitions and the various resources 

with which visitors are provided, offer, at best a framework, in which a range of 

activities emerge;- activities that have a profound effect on the visitors’ experience 

and conclusions that they may draw. In turn these activities consist of and are 

accomplished through the spoken, visual and tactile actions of the participants 

themselves; actions that emerge, sequentially within the developing course of the 

interaction. The participation and engagement of the visitors is accomplished in and 

through their interaction with each other; an interaction that in various ways is 
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sensitive to and progressively invokes features of the exhibit. The spoken, the visual 

and the tactile are thoroughly interdependent and it is through these ‚multi-modal’ 

resources that the participants’ actions and activities are accomplished. Unlike other 

forms data collection in the social sciences, video provides the researcher with access 

to (versions of) the talk and bodily conduct of visitors, the resources in and through 

which activities within museum spaces are systematically accomplished. Indeed, they 

enable researchers to begin to consider conduct and interaction at the exhibit face and 

the practices and reasoning on which people rely in discovering exhibits in concert 

and collaboration with others. 

 

The interactional and sequential organisation of the participants’ conduct provides 

both topic for analysis as well as a resource. As we can see the actions of the 

participants are produced with regard to the contribution(s) of the co-participant, and 

in turn, provide resources to which subsequent action(s) is addressed. As we have 

seen, an action does not simply respond to the prior, but in various ways implicates 

action, even a potential trajectory of an activity. A participants’ subsequent action 

provides resources therefore to consider the ways in which a prior action is being 

treated and managed, just as examining the next action can enable us to consider how 

a co-participant is responding to the response to previous action. Interaction therefore, 

and its moment by moment concerted accomplishment provides resources to enable 

us to begin to consider action from the standpoint of the participants’ themslves; 

actions that are interdependent and accomplished and made sense of  with regard to 

the immeidate conduct of others. 
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We believe that the approach may also be able to begin to make a small contribution 

to the growing interest in learning in museums and galleries (Falk & Dierking, 2000; 

Hein, 1998; Leinhardt, Crowley & Knutson, 2002). It is widely recognised that 

informal learning is highly contingent and circumstantial, arising in and through 

interaction that happens to occur within for example museums and galleries. As yet 

however, there are relatively few studies that have examined the talk and bodily 

conduct that arises with and around exhibits in museums and galleries. In directing 

analytic attention towards the participants’ conduct and interaction at the ‘exhibit 

face’ we have the opportunity to begin to identify the actual activities that may 

contribute to learning and to delineate the forms of interaction, in and through, which 

they arise. We can also begin to reflect upon character and organization of exhibits 

and the information resources we provide in order to discover how they contribute to 

the interactional accomplishment of particular activities. In this brief chapter, we have 

deliberately hinted at one such activity and that is explanation and tried to show how 

explanations are occasioned by and emerge within interaction and co-participation. 

Postscript 

Fine-grained studies of the conduct and interaction of visitors can provide insights and 

observation that can contribute to the understanding, and the design of, resources to 

enhance the interpretation and engagement of visitors. For example, video-based 

research can enable us to undertake ‘naturalistic’ evaluation of the ways in which 

visitors use labels and other conventional textual resources such as gallery cards to 

explore and examine particular exhibits, both when visitors are alone and when they 

are with others. It can also inform the evaluation of more innovative and even 

prototype information resources such as kiosks, work-stations, and Personal Digital 

Assistants (PDAs). So for example in a recent study of how visitors used mobile 
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resources in a contemporary art gallery we found that the interface of the PDA and the 

content undermined the visitors’ ability to explore and discuss exhibits with others, 

and even affected the movement of people through the museum space (Heath & vom 

Lehn, 2004; vom Lehn & Heath, 2005). Video-based naturalistic research of the 

conduct and interaction in museums and galleries can also contribute to the design 

and development of ‘low and high tech’ resources for visitors, providing insights and 

observations that can inform the requirements for systems and set the criteria through 

which they are assessed. Video-recordings not only enable the detailed analysis of 

visitor behaviour as it arises in situ, but provides a record of events that can be shown 

and discussed with designers, curators and museum managers. It can also provide the 

resources for examining and assessing related initiatives including for example the 

ways in which people use guidelines, programmes, worksheets and the like, when 

actually visiting a museum and navigating exhibitions. In other words, we have only 

just begun to touch the surface of the ways in which video and a relevant 

methodological framework can help to examine, assess and inform the conduct and 

communication of visitors in museums and galleries. 
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