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RESEARCH DESIGN



Mayborn Museum 2018   3.

▪ This exploratory audience research was designed to give the Mayborn Museum an opportunity hear 
directly from their local community, including both local Waco residents and Baylor University 
students

▪ The museum staff has seen the way visitors interact with their institution and know that there is 
opportunity to reach more of their local audience

▪ This research was specifically designed to focus on the Natural History Wing, as well as the museum 
experience more broadly, to understand how the museum is currently perceived and what kinds of 
experiences would make it a “must see” for more people in Waco

▪ Two key goals led the focus of our research:

Goal 1: What kinds of cultural experiences are visitors and non-visitors seeking?

Goal 2: What are people’s current awareness and perceptions of the Mayborn Museum?

The Mayborn Museum partnered with Slover Linett Audience Research to conduct 
qualitative research to inform their future Exhibits and Interpretive Master Plan, 
currently underway in collaboration with Andrew Merriell + Associates.
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Two Slover Linett researchers conducted two days of intercept interviews at on-
and off-campus locations around Waco to learn about the museum’s current and 
potential audiences’ preferences for leisure time and awareness and perceptions 
of the Mayborn Museum.
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▪ Researchers approached adult individuals and small groups out in the Waco community, on the Baylor 
campus, and within the Mayborn Museum complex to hear from a variety of visitors and non-visitors

▪ Slover Linett and the Mayborn team collaboratively identified interview locations that would provide 
a range of available participants:

• Community locations included: Magnolia Market, the Waco Downtown Farmers Market, and the Richland 
Mall

• On-campus locations included: the Moody Memorial Library foyer and the Baylor Science Building Atrium

• And researchers intercepted interview subjects throughout the Museum including the Natural and Cultural 
History Exhibits and the Jeanes Discovery Center

▪ Researchers evenly divided their time in the different locations; the Mayborn staff and advisor joined 
for portions of the days to observe
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KEY FINDINGS
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OVERVIEW

In April 2017, the Mayborn Museum embarked on a course with Merriell + Associates to create 

an interpretive master plan that will update and revitalize the experience that the museum 

offers its community.  To ensure that the plan is rooted in data and research, the Mayborn 

enlisted Slover Linett to conduct front-end research as a critical step in the process to provide 

the team a valuable foundation of insight about both current and potential audiences—

hearing from members of the community to inform the interpretive plan. We spoke to: 1) 

community members; 2) Baylor students; 3) tourists;  and, 4) museum visitors, to learn first-

hand what people want in a cultural experience with the intent that the Mayborn/Merriell team 

can use this research to inform a plan that is responsive and relevant to their local museum 

community and beyond. 

In the following slides, we’ll look at some of the cultural preferences, key perceptions, and 

ideals from an overall perspective and by each of the audience sub-groups listed above.
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WHAT PEOPLE WANT

As we know, people today operate on warp speed, and leisure time is limited and precious—
making competition between cultural organizations and other leisure time experiences fierce.  
By and large, people want to experience things that allow them to try new things that are 
personally interesting to them and allow them to relax and unwind outside of the day-to-day 
grind.  People want an element of choice, both in selecting the activities that they choose to 
pursue and during the experiences themselves.  Of course, its important that any activity that 
people choose is individually meaningful and relevant to them, and we found key factors 
that most resonate with people:

▪ Connecting content and experiences through narrative that evokes emotion and empathy

▪ Understanding how content and experiences matter to their lives today and how they came 
to be

▪ And, specifically for the Mayborn, connecting history to lived experiences beyond the 
artifacts alone 
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WHAT PEOPLE WANT (cont.)

People prefer museum experiences that are hands-on, up-to-date, actively engaging, and 
multi-sensory. They enjoy learning about history that is connected to the human story; they 
don’t want to simply look at a bunch of old artifacts, but they want to feel connected to the 
people and narrative that the objects represent.  In other words, they want history to come 
to life. 

People prefer to choose their own path through the museum and appreciate physical cues or 
prompting through exhibit components that invite them to engage with the exhibit itself or to 
socialize with fellow guests, other visitors, or museum staff/volunteers.  
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GENERAL AWARENESS AND PERCEPTION

With all types of the people who we interviewed, awareness of the Mayborn is relatively 
low—very few were familiar with the museum or had a sense of what it would be about. 
We often needed to use the museum’s marketing materials to probe deeper into peoples’ 
perceptions of the Mayborn; and, even after seeing the brochure, people continued to 
struggle with defining the museum’s identity.

Those who have heard of the museum still lack a clear understanding about what the museum 
is, who it’s for, and what they would see and do there—which makes it difficult to determine 
whether or not it would be of interest to them and worth a visit.  Regardless of their 
familiarity with the museum, people have a sense that it is a place for children, families, and 
school groups—and while they think the museum is likely serving those audiences well, it 
does not feel particularly appealing or interesting to those who don’t fall in these categories. 
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MUSEUM VISITORS

Current Mayborn Museum visitors are quite satisfied with their museum experience overall.  
Most visitors are motivated to visit the museum, because they perceive it to be a family-
friendly destination—particularly the Discovery Center portion, which they perceive to be fun, 
fresh, and hands-on.  For many people, The Titanic exhibit is a catalyst which drives them to 
the museum, and they stay to explore the rest—or more—of the museum. While visitors view 
the Natural History Wing of the museum to be well-organized and professional, they find the 
Discovery Center and the Historic Village to be much more welcoming, engaging, and active.  
They tend to spend more time in those spaces than the natural history section, because they 
encourage free exploration through play in a secure space instead of a mapped-out route that 
had a beginning, middle, and end. 

Certain exhibits in the Natural History Wing, such as the Mammoth Site, provide an 
immersive, sensory experience that visitors enjoy.  The enormous bones introduce a “wow” 
factor that is stunning and memorable.  And, people appreciate the opportunity to interact 
with experts and other people through programming such as Sic ‘Em Science and doing the 
scavenger hunt with student volunteers.
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COMMUNITY MEMBERS

Community members look for activities that are interesting and relaxing with an element of 
social engagement which are more casual and laid-back, and they don’t seem to mind 
traveling fairly long distances to seek out things to do in their free time.  Visits to museums 
and “tourist traps” are not top of mind for their limited day-to-day leisure time; however, they 
have a good sense of where they would take out-of-town guests to explore the history of 
Waco or to highlight what Waco has to offer, such as the Dr. Pepper Museum, Magnolia 
Market, and Spice Village—the Mayborn Museum is not top of the list. Community members 
with young children look for family-friendly places that are interactive and entertaining and 
are a good value for the cost.
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BAYLOR STUDENTS

Baylor students are dedicated to their studies and want their restricted spare time to be 
a respite from the stress of course work.  They prefer to go off-campus to explore 
neighboring cities, to mingle with local Wacoans, and to socialize with peers.  Baylor 
students have a higher level of awareness of the Mayborn Museum than the general 
public; they often visit the museum to fulfill requirements of their classes or to gain extra 
credit, have heard of or attended events at the museum, or know someone who is 
affiliated with the museum (eg. a friend who worked there). But although there is a good 
level of awareness amongst Baylor students, they do not feel a particular connectedness 
or ownership of the museum being a part of the Baylor experience.  They do feel that 
events could be a successful way for the museum to deepen a relationship with them by 
extending an invitation to them to experience the museum in a way that fits their desired 
experiences. 
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TOURISTS

Tourists like to map out a list of destinations to visit and plan their exploration of Waco in 
advance, targeting places  that are very similar to where community members prefer to show 
off their city to visiting guests—again, the Mayborn is not usually on top of their agenda. 
When staying in new places, tourists are more likely to search for new and novel things to do 
and include museums and landmarks as part of their itinerary more often than they typically 
would in their home towns.  They enjoy learning about the history and culture of the places 
they visit, which the museum is uniquely positioned to address.
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DETAILED FINDINGS

Leisure time preferences

Perceptions of the Mayborn Museum

The Mayborn Museum experience

The desired museum experience
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During our conversations in the Waco community, we heard from three distinct 
audiences who have specific leisure time preferences based on their own personal 
motivations and life styles.
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Tourists visiting the area 
seek out new attractions 
or activities that they 
can’t do at home and 
want to see the different 
sights and experiences 
that are unique to the 
local area.

TOURISTS

Like community 
members, students also 
look for activities in their 
free time that give them 
the opportunity to relax 
and decompress, and 
many prefer to go off 
campus to get a break 
from Baylor and their 
schoolwork.

STUDENTS

During their free-time 
community members 
tend to avoid the “tourist 
spots” in Waco and look 
for activities which let 
them relax, unwind, and 
enjoy things stress-free; 
for some this means 
places that are not 
crowded, for others, the 
outdoors, etc.

COMMUNITY MEMBERS
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Overall, many community members similarly said that they seek out activities that 
let them relax, unwind, and be free from stress—but the forms that those activities 
can take look different for each individual.
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driven by their own personal interest, so relaxing for some may 
mean an outdoor activity; for others, it is social companionship 
or meeting new people

▪ But since free time is limited, all community members want to 
be sure they are the driver of their experience

• In other words, they want the freedom to choose what to do and 
what kind of experience they would have 

▪ It was also common that “locals” are willing to travel a 
substantial distance to do something and didn’t necessarily 
consider this to be a barrier

• For example, some referenced taking day trips to Dallas or other 
cities nearby just to attend a particular attraction or event and that 
a 1-2 hour drive was not a great inconvenience

“I look for nice people, hanging 
out—a chill atmosphere and a 
place to people watch.” 
– Community member.

“I like choice and to direct my 
own experiences. I like to call 
the shots.” – Community 
member
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While Waco community members generally avoid local tourist attractions in their 
day-to-day life, they enjoy showing off what Waco has to offer when they have 
out-of-town guests.
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that they take pride in sharing that included places they know 
others would enjoy

• For example, the Waco Mammoth National Monument, the Dr. 
Pepper Museum and Magnolia Market

▪ However, most community members were clear that these were 
not places they would typically visit on their own 

“We have family in town so we came to Magnolia Market; they wanted 
to come. Normally we avoid this place.” – Community member

“My husband usually takes his family to the Dr. Pepper Museum when 
they come to town. We’ll probably go again soon when they come to 
visit.” – Community member
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▪ They look for places where their kids can run around and play freely, and have little cost associated 
with it

• Families feel it is important that they get their money’s worth from a paid activity, which generally meant 
a place where they could spend at least a few hours

▪ A few parents said they took their children to museums and favored places like the Perot Museum 
of Nature and Science which have a lot of kid-friendly interactives

• Those interactives allowed parents to facilitate learning with their child or let their child take things in on 
their own

Community members with young children have distinct needs, since the needs and 
interests of their kids often dictate their schedule; they look for family-friendly 
places that have activities to keep the kids entertained.
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“We like to go to the 
Perot Museum since it’s 
got lots of interactives 
for the kids to take in.” 
– Community member

“We go where the 
grandkids want to go.” –
Community member

“I’d have to know the 
price and what I’m 
going to get out of it.” 
– Community member



Mayborn Museum 2018   19.

▪ Like community members, students like to relax and 
decompress

▪ And many said they liked to get out into the Waco community 
to see more of what the city and region are like

• Students also expressed an interest in getting to mingle with the 
local Waco community more and enjoyed seeing community 
members “out and about”

▪ Students are also interested in participating in activities on 
campus that feel unique to Baylor, like bowling at The SUB

• Students are aware of a range of events available on campus and 
thought of them as fun social opportunities with friends

▪ Cost also factors into what students would do; free is a big 
motivator to participate in something

It’s important for students to feel like they are taking a break to take advantage of 
the little spare time they have; for many, that means going off-campus.  
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“We like to go off campus. 
Since we are on campus all of 
the time it’s nice to go 
downtown or do day trips to 
Austin, Dallas, or something.” 
– Baylor student

“I like to go to Cameron Park. 
It’s close to campus and its 
really relaxing there.” – Baylor 
student
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▪ Many said they were looking for something new or different to 
experience in Waco that they could only do there

▪ And most have done research before their trip, gathering 
recommendations of things to see and do from friends and 
various online resources

• Their list of “must-see” destinations closely reflects places on 
community members’ “go-to” list for out-of-town guests, like the 
Waco Mammoth National Monument, the Dr. Pepper Museum, 
Spice Village, and Magnolia Market

• A few had the Mayborn Museum on their list because of the visiting 
Titanic exhibition (please see p.35 for more on the Titanic exhibition)

Tourists enjoy exploring Waco and have an itinerary of landmarks and tourist 
destinations they plan to visit that they plot out in advance.
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▪ Even if tourists have no personal connection to the place 
that they are visiting, some said they enjoy learning about 
the local culture or history

▪ A few tourists described themselves as history buffs who 
consider Texas history to be fascinating

• Especially in contrast to other states, Texas was described by 
some as having a particularly unique and exciting origin story

Some tourists have an interest in learning the local history of the places they visit.
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“I find local history to be very 
interesting. Like I like to go to 
Civil War museums because I can 
stand where somebody else 
stood.” – Tourist 

“We learned some Texas history in 
San Antonio and it was fascinating.” 
– Tourist 

“I wouldn’t be interested in the 
history of Oklahoma but Texas is 
different.” – Tourist 
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DETAILED FINDINGS

Leisure time preferences

Perceptions of museums & the Mayborn

The Mayborn Museum experience

The desired museum experience
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▪ And while people aren’t opposed to visiting museums (i.e., they didn’t say they dislike visiting museums), 
it isn’t a way they typically think to spend their free time

• And we saw evidence of this in the museum itself; the majority of visitors we intercepted in the Natural History 
Wing of the museum were tourists visiting Waco 

• One community member we spoke with acknowledged that people often fail to appreciate the cultural assets 
(like museums) that are in their own backyard since they assume they’ll always be there for them to visit

▪ There was also a perception that museums are primarily enjoyed by “smart people” who seek out 
learning experiences during their free time—and that museums are relatively passive (or boring) spaces

• And that once you’ve visited a museum once, there is not a big reason to go back, since they’ve “already seen it”

In general, people perceive museums to a be a place you visit when you are 
traveling or have out-of-town guests to entertain; most of our interviewees don’t
consider museum visits to be a part of “day-to-day” life.
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“Well we go to a lot of museums, but most 
local people don’t take advantage of them as 
much since they’ll always be there.” 
– Museum visitor

“When family comes to town, my husband 
typically takes them to the Mammoth 
Museum or the Dr. Pepper Museum.” 
– Community member
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▪ Many people we spoke with share common impressions 
of natural history museums: they focus on history, 
anthropology, and the display of artifacts

• And while they are sure there were people out there who 
are interested in those topics, few identify as being that 
type of person themselves

▪ Because of the subject matter displayed, people 
assumed this type of museum is frequented most by 
school children on a school field trip

• This may be because of people’s own experience visiting 
these institutions themselves when they were school age 
(but not since then)

When it comes to perceptions of Natural History/Science museums specifically, 
people largely think of them as institutions of learning, where children on school 
field trips visit.

M
U

SE
U

M
 P

ER
C

EP
TI

O
N

S

“I expect the museum will be a place to 
show history, the first things… a 
demonstration of evolution over time.” –
Tourist

“It has bones which would be 
interesting, because it lets you know 
about the past.” – Tourist 
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▪ Community members and students are most likely to have heard of the Mayborn and primarily think 
of it as a place for kids (this was true for both community members with young children and those 
without)

Few people have heard about the Mayborn Museum; those who have seem to 
have a limited understanding about what it is and who it’s for.
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“I’ve heard of the Mayborn, and  I went there when I was younger 
on school trips. But I have no idea what to do there or what to see 
there.” – Community member

“What is the goal of the Mayborn Museum? There are a lot of 
different things—ecosystems, remains, aquarium, kiddie area—I 
don’t know what to expect…” – Baylor student 

“It really caters to kids. There is a lot of stuff for kids in there.” 
– Community member
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▪ While it wasn’t our intention to evaluate the Mayborn’s marketing 
materials, it was helpful to show materials to elicit some reactions and initial 
impressions of the museum

▪ And while many enjoy the overall design of the brochure, they struggle to 
understand what the museum is about

• The picture of the father playing with his daughter left a lasting impression and 
suggested that the museum is meant for families with young children

• It is the only picture on the brochure showing real people engaging with the 
museum

Because awareness is so low, we used marketing materials to prompt peoples’ 
recall and reactions to the museum.
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“Isn’t it funny how a tea set 
and a dad make the museum 
feel family friendly.” 
– Tourist 

“I don’t even know how to 
describe it.” – Baylor student 
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▪ Those who relied on the brochure we provided to glean an understanding of 
the museum had a hard time describing a clear and cohesive identity to the 
museum, since there are so many disparate images shown

• While they described the museum using words, such as “fossil,” “tipi,” 
“schoolhouse,” and “tea set,” many were confused as to why all of these 
different things are in one place

• Most understood that the museum has some focus on history but few 
anticipated that the museum would focus on the history of central Texas

Because the awareness is so low, we used marketing materials to prompt peoples’ 
reactions to the museum (cont.).
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“I know it’s historical. It 
probably has animal fossils, 
school visits, and is family-
oriented.” – Tourist 
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▪ While there are several ways in which students gained some awareness of the museum, it is most 
common for students to be introduced to the museum because of a course requirement

• For example, a class assignment which required them to visit or a class that integrated the museum into its 
class curriculum

• This type of introduction often did not expand into a broader connection to the museum

▪ Students did have a higher level of awareness and interest in events the Mayborn hosts

• It is unclear how much awareness translated to attendance, but many students can name recent events the 
museum hosted and said they “seemed cool”—for example, the museum’s mystery night and the recent 
Hocus Pocus movie screening in the historic village

▪ And students who have a personal connection to the museum are more likely to attend

• For example, one student we spoke with frequently visits because her roommate works there

The students who are more aware of the Mayborn typically visit because of a 
course requirement; few see it as a place they would explore on their own.
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The students who are more aware of the Mayborn typically visit because of a 
course requirement; few see it as a place they would explore on their own (cont.).
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“Besides class trips to the Mayborn, I’ve 
only been because of extra credit.” –
Baylor student 

“I go for bio class to identify fossils and 
species.” – Baylor student 

“I got extra credit to go for Bio 1305. It 
gives people motivation to go. I 
appreciated the visual aspects but am 
not totally intrigued.” – Baylor student 

“I was there yesterday for an event that 
I helped run at the Mayborn for the 
Public Development Initiative.” – Baylor 
student 

“I like going to events at the Mayborn 
and it being free for students is great.” 
– Baylor student 

“It’s a good place to get away. Students 
either go for class or they go for fun, 
like me.” – Baylor student 
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▪ If people have heard of the Mayborn, they know it is on the Baylor campus

• However, many students don’t see the Mayborn as a lynch pin of the Baylor campus, but feel that it is an asset 
for the university and another reason to be proud of all Baylor has to offer

• In fact, some students don’t even consider the museum to be a part of the campus, because it is on the other 
side of a busy thoroughfare

▪ Some people automatically ascribed the same positive qualities that they associate with Baylor 
University, such as academically prestigious, high-quality, and family-oriented, to the museum when 
we talked about the relationship of the university to the museum

• Those unfamiliar with the Mayborn, but familiar with Baylor, feel they might be more likely to attend knowing 
that it shared the prestige they associate with the University

• Others don’t see the connection to Baylor as a motivator to attend

▪ Some community members and tourists are indifferent about the connection altogether

The fact that the Mayborn Museum is on the Baylor University campus is 
meaningful for some, suggesting that the museum must be high-quality; however, 
others were neutral—or even ambivalent—about the connection. 
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The fact that the Mayborn Museum is on the Baylor University campus is 
meaningful for some, suggesting that the museum must be high-quality; however, 
others were neutral—or even ambivalent—about the connection (cont.) . 
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“The museum really could be 
anywhere; it’d be fine off campus. It’s 
on the list of things to do in Waco, not 
on the list of things to do at Baylor.” –
Baylor student 

“It seems more prestigious knowing the 
Baylor background—now it seems more 
interesting.” – Community member

“I didn’t know it was associated with 
Baylor. Makes me feel more awesome 
about it since I’m proud of Baylor.” –
Baylor student 
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▪ Most visitors also perceive the museum primarily as a destination for kids, families, and school groups

• Many groups attend the museum as part of a planned “meet up” destination to have fun with family and 
friends from neighboring cities

• While this conception is largely an asset for the museum, some have the perspective that the family-friendly 
vibe may make it feel slightly less prestigious than other major city museums and leaders in the field

▪ By and large, visitors enjoy their time in the museum, although the majority are families drawn to visit 
the Discovery Center and the Titanic traveling Artifact Exhibition—not the Natural History Wing

▪ Several groups indicated that the Mayborn Museum was a nice alternative to outdoor destinations,  
especially when weather can be a negative factor

Overall, visitors think back on their Mayborn visiting experience with positivity and 
pleasure.
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Overall, visitors think back on their Mayborn visiting experience with positivity and 
pleasure.
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provides good information for 
adults…makes textbooks come to life.” 
– Museum visitor

“I love it.  It’s very interactive, and you 
can see so much.” – Museum visitor

“We liked all of the exhibits.” – Museum 
visitor

“The stuff downstairs [Natural History 
Wing] that we can tie to school is great.” 
– Museum visitor

“The Mayborn is a good alternative to the zoo when 
the weather is bad—we still have the variety of the 
zoo and also have other educational activities.” –
Museum visitor
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▪ Visitors who are less familiar with the museum often cited the 
Titanic as their primary motivation to visit—possibly because of the 
increased marketing presence—and said they would welcome more 
traveling exhibitions

• It appears that the marketing for special exhibits overshadowed the 
permanent collections and the Mayborn Museum as a whole

• Many visitors to the Titanic exhibit had come from other parts of Texas 
to visit Waco specifically to see the Titanic; other tourists saw 
promotional materials in their hotel and/or online

Titanic is the primary catalyst driving most visitors to the Mayborn—but most then 
stay to explore the rest of the museum while there.
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“I’d be interested in big name 
exhibits that attract other 
people.” – Baylor student 

“I would like another special 
exhibit.  I’ll come for that and 
maybe see some other stuff.” 
– Museum visitor
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▪ People who started in the Titanic exhibition followed an intuitive way-finding route through the 
Natural History Wing and then on to the Discovery Center, often covering the entire museum

• The temporary exhibit space naturally fed into the Natural History Wing

• Interestingly, some visitors did not make the distinction between the temporary exhibition and the permanent 
exhibits on the first floor at all

▪ Some people felt that the Mayborn needed to have “big name” temporary exhibitions to attract 
visitors, especially for locals who feel that “if you’ve seen ‘em, you’ve kind of seen ‘em.”

Titanic is the primary catalyst driving most visitors to the Mayborn—but most then 
stay to explore the rest of the museum while there (cont.).
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“The exhibit gives you the feeling like 
you were really there.” – Museum 
visitor

“I was very please with the Titanic and 
that so much was available. It’s still 
such a fascinating subject.” – Museum 
visitor
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▪ People described the Discovery Center as 
fun, fresh, and changing

▪ Often, families visit the museum solely for 
the experience in the Discovery Center, 
making a quick pass through the Natural 
History Wing, if at all

• This seems to be more common for members 
and more frequent visitors than first-timers 
or tourists, who are more interested in full 
coverage of the museum or Titanic, 
specifically

▪ Even adults and college students described 
the Discovery Center as being interesting, 
hands-on, and a way to learn through play

Characteristics of the Discovery Center are particularly appealing to visitors of all 
ages—with interactive, updated, active, sensory components—qualities which 
could be incorporated into the Natural History Wing to increase engagement.
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“The kids like to stick in one spot [the 
Discovery Center].  Usually we don’t do the 
natural history side, because they like being 
here.” – Museum visitor

“It’s great entertainment for kids—it’s great for 
kids and adults—all can engage.” – Museum 
visitor

“The natural history side is cool, but we don’t 
go through it that often—we maybe go though 
it once a year.” – Museum visitor



Mayborn Museum 2018   38.

▪ Adults are more likely to observe from afar from the benches in the hallways, knowing that their 
children are safe to roam

• This also allows for adults to sit back, relax and and/or socialize with their children and other adults

• There is almost no seating in the Natural History Wing, which may signal that it is a space to simply “pass 
through” in a curated, sequential experience

▪ The pathway in the Discovery Center is much more fluid, compared to the set path of the Natural 
History Wing, so visitors are free to define their own experiences according to their preferences

• It also enables children to explore and discover on their own, taking as much or as little time as they liked 
while learning

• And as we know from other museum research, people want choice and perceive museums to be “too laid out 
for you, instead of being able to do your own thing”—community member

Through observations and interviews, we see that visitors seem eager to stay 
longer in the Discovery Center, compared to the Natural History Wing, and are 
more actively engaged and social.
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“I like that it’s self-guided.” – Baylor student
“I like it [the Discovery Center] because it’s closed and 
the kids can run around.” – Museum visitor
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▪ That said, visitors like that the exhibitions are grouped 
into distinct sections that have their own themes

• A couple of people wanted more information that told 
the story of the natural history section, but most are 
satisfied with the level of explanation—perhaps 
because visitors tend to take a more observational vs. 
active approach in this part of the museum

• For those who are interested in natural history and 
anthropology, they appreciate the large space, but want 
even more content

▪ In contrast to the Discovery Center, the Natural 
History Wing feels like a place where visitors should 
look, but not touch

• While we saw some visitors interact with the Cabinets 
of Curiosity and the Mammoth exhibit, there were few 
other interactives in the Natural History Wing

While visitors find the Natural History Wing to be professional and organized, they 
feel it has a distinctly different vibe than the Discovery Center and Historic Village—
one that feels more dated and less approachable and active.
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“I liked how the information was all 
catalogues with information to explain 
to the kids…I liked each of the rooms—
very clear and organized where each 
different part has its own section—it 
keeps it from getting muddled.” –
Museum visitor

“I wish downstairs had more content, so I 
could soak up more information.” –
Museum visitor
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▪ The Waco Mammoth Site is by far the most memorable and awe-inspiring display, but was often 
referred to as the “cave” or the “glass bottom floor,” which signaled a gap in successful interpretation

• We observed interaction between children, their peers, and their parents in this exhibit while examining the 
bones, watching the video, and interacting with the video games

• A couple of guests explained that they didn’t know what kind of bones were on display and would have liked 
better signage

▪ Visitors are impressed with the life-size scale of the artifacts, such as the whale skull, turtle shell, and 
Pliosaur

• People are also captivated by the expansive entry way which felt enormous and grand, qualities they 
appreciate

The exhibits that are more successful than others in the Natural History Wing have 
an immersive quality that transports visitors to another place in time, are 
whimsical, or provide a “wow factor.”
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“The only part that I remember seeing was the 
little part of the mammoth.  I’m not that into 
history…but I didn’t know that they were here, 
so that was new information.” – Baylor student

“I liked the entryway—it was very grandiose.  It 
felt like a New York museum, compared to the 
dinky one in Fort Worth…it could definitely 
compete with bigger cities than Waco.” –
Museum visitor
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The ambiguity with which visitors connect the museum to the history of Waco and 
Central Texas suggests that the current interpretive plan does not make this 
connection clear to visitors.  
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▪ Visitors have widely varying opinions regarding 
the museum’s connection to Waco and Central 
Texas, ranging from total ambivalence to a sense 
of interest; however, these topics didn’t seem 
truly top of mind for anyone when going through 
the museum (or when considering whether to 
visit)

• Locals are more interested in learning about Waco 
history than they are of Central Texas

• On the other hand, tourists are equally interested 
in learning about the history of Texas more 
broadly as the history of Waco specifically

• Students are most ambivalent about the 
connection to central Texas, with a greater 
interest in engaging in the current local Waco 
community

“I’m not interested in Waco, because I’m not 
from Waco or Texas.  I’d go to a museum in 
my hometown [to learn about its history].” 
– Community member

“North American history is something that I 
think is fascinating and it often gets glazed 
over.” – Baylor student

“I’m not very interested in Central Texas, but I 
might want to learn about Waco and its 
history, like why is everyone like this today?” 
– Baylor student
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DETAILED FINDINGS

Leisure time preferences

Perceptions of museums & the Mayborn

The Mayborn Museum experience

The desired museum experience
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▪ Many people feel that the Titanic exhibit was very 
effective because it evokes personal connections 
and inspires emotions through human stories and 
narratives

• People love reliving history through real-life personal 
stories

• Several commented on their own connection to the 
immigrant stories, whether first-hand or through 
their ancestors

▪ People want to see how history is relevant and 
meaningful to the current day—their own lives, their 
community, and the world

• People are interested in learning new things and 
having their perspectives challenged

People want a sense that a museum is personally relevant to them, through their 
own and others’ lived experiences and an understanding of how the content 
matters to them in their lives today.
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“The Titanic was personally relevant to 
me…my mother was an immigrant in the 
1940s so she talked a lot about it.” –
Museum visitor

“I loved the Titanic exhibit and 
remembered many of the facts about the 
people.”  -- Museum visitor
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▪ People are interested in history and 
historical events, even if they aren’t 
particularly interested in natural history

▪ People want to understand how and why 
things have progressed and changed and 
its impact on today

• People enjoyed learning about species 
local to Waco that are no longer here, 
such as the Pliosaurs and mammoths, 
and found this information fascinating 
and surprising

Specifically for the Mayborn Museum, people are eager to learn about the 
historical evolution of people and animals, what came before them, and how 
things came to be—rooted in a narrative of human history, not the artifacts alone.
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“I’m most interested in anthropology.  What life was 
like and how it empathetically connects us to 
history.  I want a story, not just the artifact itself—
but how it functions as a narrative in our own lives, 
hot it fits into the bigger picture puzzle, and where I 
can connect.” – Baylor student

“I don’t care about natural history, it’s boring to 
me…I like seeing how people lived…I like to see 
anything that shows you back in time.” – Community 
member
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▪ People want more tactile multi-sensory components 
that provide an immersive experience where they can 
do and explore

• People shared that the more memorable and enjoyable 
experiences were: the activities in the mammoth cave; 
exploring sound and playing with the dinosaurs on screen 
in the Discovery Center; and, touching the iceberg in the 
Titanic exhibit

▪ The Discovery Center is such a hit with families and 
visitors because it had so many ways for people to 
engage

• And even if the interactives are designed with children in 
mind, visitors of all ages interacted with them

Regardless of the content, people’s experiential preferences are ones that are 
actively engaging, whether it be through hands-on interactivity, social connections, 
or guidance from staff or volunteers.
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“I want a place where I can grab, do, and 
throw.” – Museum visitor

“It would be really fun to touch and play—
I like to poke and play.” – Baylor student
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▪ Visitors become more actively engaged in the museum's 
content when interacting with experts and other guests

• The Sic ‘Em Science Day activity tables were crowded, 
lively, and full of learning, with children and adults 
intermingling with scientists and each other

• Visitors became more actively engaged in the subject 
matter when volunteers activated the artifacts and the 
exhibit space, particularly through a scavenger hunt in the 
Forest and teaching people about the taxidermy animals

▪ The human interaction, and ability to interact with Baylor 
students, is a high-point for many visitors

• Few, if any, people mentioned interaction with staff; one 
person commented that they would like more guidance

Regardless of the content, people’s experiential preferences are ones that are 
actively engaging, whether it be through hands-on interactivity, social connections, 
or guidance from staff or volunteers (cont.).
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“I liked the scavenger hunt in the Native 
Texas forest.  It was independent and fun, 
because we looked for and named all the 
animals.” – Museum visitor
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▪ Because of the life-sized scale of the structures in 
these two spaces, visitors are easily transported in 
time; however, they want the spaces to “come 
alive”

• People are interested in having individuals who are 
authentic to the period present in a “living” 
historical setting

• They want to be able to get their hands dirty 
through washing clothes, making candles, stocking 
and selling items in the store, and seeing how things 
worked

• They want to explore through sight, hearing, touch, 
and smell

▪ People also want more access to the structures and 
seemed disappointed that they could only look 
through the glass, and not enter or interact

Along these same lines, visitors see great opportunities for the museum to activate 
the Historic Village and Texas Lifeways exhibit to facilitate learning and deepen 
engagement through pretend play.
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“I want an actual hands-on experience to 
see how things work.  The senses and the 
smells can help make memories where 
kids can pretend and it takes them back 
to those times.” – Museum visitor

“I’d like it if they had people walking 
around the Historic Village.  That would 
be cool to have a living village.” –
Community member
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▪ While we intercepted few Baylor students in the museum, many undergraduates on campus felt that 
the museum could build their relationship with students through events geared toward student 
interests

• Since students perceive the museum as something that’s always there and doesn’t change they need the 
museum to give them a reason to come

• And some students said having to cross University Parks Drive is a barrier in itself

▪ Events at the museum made students think there could be more to do at the museum besides just 
visiting the galleries

• Students who had been to events thought they were fun, social experiences to participate in with friends

Students expressed a desire for more student-oriented events at the Mayborn 
Museum that are responsive to their preferences and welcoming.
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“I like different events and how they 
connect with people.  Make them 
free for students and tailor the 
events to specific age ranges.” –
Baylor student

“I thought the museum 
was off-campus 
because you have to 
cross the street.” –
Baylor student

“It could be a good place to 
interact and meet people—
see people from around Waco 
and the campus.” – Baylor 
student
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RECOMMENDATIONS
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RECOMMENDATIONS

Currently, the Natural History Wing feels distinctly different from the Discovery Center and the 

Historic Village, where the former is perceived as professional and organized and the latter two 

are seen as active, fun, and social. Consider leveraging and applying what the Mayborn already 

does well in terms of experiential preferences to activate the Natural History Wing and to 

create a more universal and cohesive journey for visitors across all three areas of the 

museum.

The Waco Mammoth site cave provides an immersive, multi-sensory quality; life-sized artifacts 

and hands-on interactives facilitate great socialization between children, their peers, and adults.  

The Discovery Center welcomes and invites guests to explore and discover independently and 

through interactives, without a mapped out pathway, where children and adults feel safe to 

dwell and take their time. The butterfly hallway provides an element of surprise when visitors 

realize that they can trigger sound and movement.  Think about how to apply these same 

principles to the Natural History Wing.
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RECOMMENDATIONS

Explicitly connect visitors to the lived culture, evolving culture, and culture of today through 

narrative and story.  For example, there is a stark contrast between the Titanic exhibit and the 

Natural History Wing when it comes to people’s personal connections, memorability, and their 

intuitive ability to engage with the exhibit itself.  While the Natural History Wing is interesting at 

a distance, the Titanic exhibit brings the artifacts to life through mechanisms, such as:  actually 

placing visitors in the shoes of a Titanic passenger through the personal biography cards; 

providing a freezing chunk of iceberg to touch; and, situating the artifacts in a way that inserts 

them into the lives and the times of the people of the Titanic.  The text in the Titanic is bold and 

accessible, where as the signage in the Natural History Wing is dark and dense.

One obvious—and often requested recommended change—is to activate the Historic Village 

and Texas Lifeways with programming, such as candle making and staff or volunteers in period 

dress, with more access to be able to interact with the life-sized structures to transport visitors 

to that place and time.
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RECOMMENDATIONS

As already mentioned, the Mayborn has disparate perceived identities for each of the three 

areas of the museum.  Through our interviews, people tend to see parts of the museum as 

distinct from one another, rather than one whole museum that is more than the sum of its 

parts.  Ultimately, the museum will need to hone in on its collective brand identity to connect 

the dots in people’s minds.  In the meantime, there is an opportunity for the Maybon to de-silo 

the various areas of the museum and make clear that the entire museum has something for 

everyone; for example, make clear that the museum is not just for families with small children 

and/or send the message that once their children grow up, the museum is still relevant and can 

be seen as a new, more sophisticated place for them. 
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RECOMMENDATIONS

Additionally, there are different potential strategies that the Mayborn can consider that 

speak more directly to their current and potential audiences of interest.

Community members want to know that there will be something new to see and do at the 

museum, instead of feeling like they have “been there and done that.”  Continuing to host 

traveling exhibits may entice people to visit and then stay to tour the rest of the museum.

Baylor students want to feel a genuine invitation and relationship to the museum that will 

enhance their campus life and studies, perhaps through staging events that both familiarize 

them to the museum and/or by bridging a more relevant connection to their classroom studies.
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RECOMMENDATIONS

Additionally, there are different potential strategies that the Mayborn can consider that 

speak more directly to their current and potential audiences of interest (cont.).

Tourists are excited to visit the “must see” destinations of the place that they are visiting and  

learn about the local history.  Work with the local travel industry to position the Mayborn as a 

venue that enhances their visit.

Museum visitors want to feel welcomed, have choice, and to know that it is a good value for 

the cost.  Amplify the benefits of memberships and the variety of experiences, so that people 

realize that it’s a worthwhile place to visit again and again.
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RECOMMENDATIONS

Given that many people we spoke with had some connection to Baylor, there is already a large 

Baylor network of students, alumni, and staff who can serve as ambassadors to activate 

awareness and perceptions of the museum—prompting more people to visit. It is clear that 

the name Baylor means something to people, who automatically associate positive attributes 

such as prestigious, high-quality, and family-oriented to the university—whether or not they 

understand the relationship between the two.  The museum can leverage these positive 

associations to elevate the Mayborn’s status by mere name recognition. Finally, consider ways 

that the university and museum can work together to strengthen the connection in people’s 

minds so that the Mayborn is considered a vital asset to the university and campus life.
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Slover Linett Audience Research, Inc.
4147 North Ravenswood Avenue, Suite #302

Chicago, Illinois 60613

773.348.9200 | hello@sloverlinett.com
sloverlinett.com | Twitter: @SloverLinett

THANK YOU!
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APPENDIX

INTERVIEW GUIDE


