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The Paradox

Most independent science museums and 
science centers look and feel as if they’re science centers look and feel as if they’re 

designed principally for children, even though 
a majority of their visitors are actually adults



Typical images 
associated with major 
science centers in the 

US



Visitors

1. Educational (mainly school) groups constitute an 

average of just 19% of total audience among ASTC 

member institutions (ASTC Sourcebook, 2008)

2. Non-group visitors (c. 80% of total audience) are 

mainly families and ‘unaccompanied adults’, with the 

total number of adults (age >18) among general 

visitors overall being typically in the range 50-65%



Examples

1. Boston Museum of Science

Educational groups 14%
Families 52%
Adults 34%

2 Science Museum of Minnesota

<18 27%
>18 73%



���������������	
�	���

�
����������
�������� ������������

���

���
���
�
������ ���!�"�

��������
#$�

��������
%� ���

��������
�������
&'�

Other Adults

College-age adults

High School Students

Junior High/Elementary



How well are we serving adults?

Reach Advisors

Reach Advisors, 2008



What drives the orientation 
towards children?

Three key imperatives:

• Educational- most stakeholders are motivated by the 

needs of schools and school studentsneeds of schools and school students

• Practical - adults attend for the sake of children, not 

vice versa

• Branding - institutions build their image and 

reputation around children



The importance of brand

Brand is:

• Fundamental to a museum’s cultural identity

• Nonetheless real for being intangible

• Hard to establish

• Very hard to change



The Dilemma

How can science museums and science 

centers whose brand is focused on children centers whose brand is focused on children 

serve adults better?



What do adults want?

1. We don’t really know

2. Probably more than one thing

3. Probably things not designed specifically for 

kids



What probably won’t work
1. Relying on exhibitions and programs that are 

designed principally for “general” (= family) 
audiences

2. Relying on kids to ‘educate’ adult family 
members

3. Developing programs for adults that conflict 
with the brand



What may work
1. Establish from the outset a brand that is not 

exclusively child-focused

2. Develop a second, separate (subsidiary?) 2. Develop a second, separate (subsidiary?) 
brand for adults



Wellcome Collection, London



Science Gallery, Dublin



Dana Centre, 
London



MIT Museum
Cambridge, MA



So finally…What Works? 

Programs that provide:
• a child-free space
1. a unpatronizing attitude
2. authentic encounters/experiences
3. space for speaking as well as listening
4. opportunities for social networking


