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IN REPLY REFER TO:

UNITED STATES

DEPARTMENT OF THE INTERIOR D3415-DI
NATIONAL PARK SERVICE ~

WASHINGTON 25, D. C.

‘March 24, 1958
Memorendum |

Tos - Director

Froms Chief, Division of Interpretation
Chief, Division of Design and Construction

Subject: Visitor Center Planning

We believe you will be interestcd in the highlights
of the conferences on Visitor Center Planning held in EODC,
November 18-22, 1957, and in WODC, February k-6, 1958. These
conferences were joint efforts of the Divisions of Decsign and
Construction and Interpretation, with the Division of Ranger
Activities represented part of the time. INotes on these
conferences, and scveral resulting documcnts, are attached.

The following reprcsent our impressions of scme
principal points developed in the discussions. These do not
~ mecessarily reflect the views of all the participantse.

l. Open design is usunlly a desirable quality in a
park Visitor Center, not only from architectural and landscape
standpoints, but also for good park intcrpretation.

2+ Rest arcas for visitors are desirable, and where
climnte permita, they can be attractively and inexpensively
provided outdoors, on terraces adjoining Visitor Centers, with
seats, drinking fountainsg, tollets and telcphone, thus relieving
pressure on more expensive indoor spoce.

3¢ Visitor Center interpretation should be planned
similtaneously with roadside and trailside interpretation. This
is to insure that the Center and the field displays complement
each other and that as much of the story as possible is told in
the field through the park features themselves.

Field display planning is being accelerated in all
parks and specifically in 13 parks with special Visitor Center
design problems,



k. We nced much better data on visitor loads than we
nov have. Alldredge's statistical studies should help park stoffs
provide it. Once visitor load is known, the Design offices have
excellent data on floor space allovances per visitor for lobbies,
assenmbly and exhibit rooms, and other public spaces, es presented
in the attachments, '

5. We need a better grasp of desirable visitor flow
patterns between facilities for Visitor Center parking, informationm,
rest, orientation, exhibits and park features. We are asking for
fuller analysis of visitor flow in future prospectuses.

6. Greater attention needs to be paid to administrative
requirements for park Vigsitor Centers when prospectuses are
prepared,

T. lobbies provide a transition area for the harassed
visitor between the crowded highwvay and the park atriosphere which
we hopae will be pcaceful. The lobby chould convey a mood and invite
a relaxed frame of mind, as well as provide practical informatiom.

8. Asscubly rooms are used primarily for regularly
scheduled Audio-Visual programs on whot to see and do in the park.
However, such rooms may have other important uses, including
conferences and mcetings. Because of their multiple uses, they
should normaolly have flat rather than sloping floors and be as
adaptable to various uses as the assembly room in Jackson Lake Lodge.

9. Exhibit rooms require controlled lighting which must
be largely artificial, but "token" daylight is desirable to avoid
claustrophobia.

10. Information counters should meet certain minimum
requirements of height, etc., as suggested in an nttachment to this
memorandum, and in some Visitor Centers may be movable to edjust
to traffic and staffing conditions in different seasons.

1l. As the "hub™ of visitor use, Visitor Centers are
a vital element :ln park development and MISSION 66.

The above partial statemants fall far short of doing
Justice to. the very gtimulating discussions in the two conferences,
We hope, therefore, that you will examine the attachments, which
give a better idea of them.



For concrete action now to improve Visitor Center
Planning the following steps have been or are being taken, in
consultation with other interested divisionst

a. New instructions on museum prospectuses are in
preparation. '

be. Guidelines on information counters and assembly
rooms are being readied for distribution to the field, and others
are in preparation.

c. Pilot plans for roadside exhibits for Everglades
and Bryce are in preparation, closely relating roadside displeys
to Visitor Center presentations.

d. Developed area, or "regional® studies are in
preparation for 11 parks the objective of which is to integrate
Visitor Center exhibits, signs and markers, Audio-Visunl presen=-
tations, publications, self-guiding trails, rocdside displays,
overlooks and other features of the pork presentation, and
present them in the order in which they will be experienced by
visitors.

e, Instructions are in the mill requesting superine
tendents who have new Visitor Ccnters to roport on their experiences
at regular intervals over & two-year period, so that future projects
can benefit from past experience. These will supplement reports

already received.

f. We expect to work closely with the MISSION 66 staff
end other divisions on the study of Visitor Centers requested by
the MISSION 66 Advisory Committee,

" Your attention 1s called particularly te the following
.items in the attachmentss

a. Guidelines on Information Counters.
be Guidelines on Assembly Rooms »

¢. Cabot's statement on visitor flow.



d. 'Summary of EODC Conference by John Doerr.
e. Summary of WODC Conference by Lyle Bennett.

f. Doty's charts of Visitor Center capacities.

o
Afaullf7- e

Ronald F. Lee
Chief, Division of Interpretation

, Ty
Dick Sutton

Acting Chief, Division of Design
and Construction

Attachments
Copy tot Regionsl Directors, Regions One, Two, Three, Four and Five

Attention: “Regional Chiefs of Interpretation
Chiefs, EODC and WODC
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SUMMARY OF GENERAL DISCUSSION
- OF VISITOR CENTER DESIGN PROBLEMS
November 18, 1957

CONFERENCE ON VISITOR CENTERS, EODC
November 18-22, 1957

It was appropriate that we first discuss matters of design
and function of interpretation-information facilities generally
common to all Visitor Centers. We recognize that in some respects
the Visitor Center is a new concept, a new experience for the
Service. While our experience is limited to two operating Visitor
Centers in Colonial NHP and one on the south rim of Grand Canyon
National Park, we do have many years' experience in the development
and operation of museums to draw on, and likewise the experiences
of "outside" organizations in their efforts to provide orientation
and information in the initial -contact with visitors.

Our experiences with the three Visitor Centers, plus the
experiences we are having with Centers in various stages of planning
and development, emphasize the need for close cooperation between
the interpreters and the architects right from the early stages of
planning. In furthering this cooperation, Mr. Lee instructed the
respective Regional Chiefs of Interpretation to advise the EODC by
memorandum of the current status of museum prospectus preparation.
EODC will in turn send a representative to a park at the appropriate
time to advise and assist in the final stages of prospectus
preparation. Mr. Lee's office should be advised of these actions
by copiles of memoranda. A further phase of close coordination will
be to advise EODC respecting progress of a museum planning team
working in a park on an exhibit plan. It will be advantageous for
EODC to send a representative to the park to review with the team
and superintendent the exhibit plan.

The value of the museum prospectus as an essential document to
planning is recognized. It contains data needed in every phase of
planning. The question was raised, "How final is the museum
prospectus?" It was agreed that it is a basic document although
not inflexible. The museum prospectus is approved as the basis for
beginning preliminary drawings, and is not a rigid formula within
which they must be kept. Any major departures from the prospectus
after it has been approved should be taken up initially with those
most directly concerned in the park and the region, and if need be,
with the Washington Office.

It is the consensus of the Conference that we should explore
the need for a supplement to the museum prospectus, a supplement
that describes the functional plan of the various facilities,



the Visitor Center, etc. The supplement, in addition to other
things, would define the objectives of interpretation-information,
estimate the extent and character of public use, and describe what
facilities are needed and how they must function. It is agreed that
for exploratory purposes the supplement will be referred to as
SUPPLEMENTARY VISITOR CENTER INFORMATION. Each Region represented
at the Conference agreed to initiate the Supplementary Visitor Center
Information by designating one park in each Region to proceed with
preparation of the supplement. The Museum Laboratory in cooperation
‘with EODC will prepare an outline for the supplementary information.
In this preparation, reference should be made to the Check List for
Preparing Project Construction Proposals, May 1957.

In connection with the prospectus it was suggested that the
diagrammatic floor plan should be replaced by a flow or sequence
diaegram. The present "floor plan" tends to become a building.

The supplement to the museum prospectus need not be lengthy,
preferably not, but should contain essential details of how each
unit of information-interpretation of each Visitor Center is to
function. The point of detail was well illustrated by the problem
of designing an information-sales counter for the lobby of the
Flamingo Visitor Center. The Superintendent has asked for a plan.

He has submitted a sketch with the suggestive phrase, "make it sing,"
meaning, he wants something "special”. It was not until we called
him on the telephone that we learned that he believes the counter
must be located adjacent to an office in which the attendant will
work when not behind the counter; that there will be no sales at the
counter; and that there will be need to have at least two charts and
a limited amount of information reference material on hand, plus
limited under-counter storage for a day's supply of free information-
al literature. We believe a circular or oval-shaped counter located
in the center of the Flamingo Visitor Center lobby would be most
convenient to the flow of traffic. By designing the counter in
sections as a moveable unit, it could be in part moved to the cormer
adjocent to the attendant's office during seasons when visitation

is low.

As a result of discussion on information counters, Mr. lLee
assigned Mr. Kahler to work with Mr. Benson of EODC toward
producing gulde standards for information counters. Mr. Benson
will work with Mr. Kahler. The Committee may wish to consider and
recommend respecting location relationship between the information
counter and an office, or between the counter and the exhibit room
as well as in relationship to the flow of traffic and other aspects
that will come to their attention. Discussion brought out scme
disadvantages of information counters along a wall or in a corner,
and the edvantages of a center-of-the-room location in the larger



Visitor Centers. It was the consensus that information-sales
counters should be designed as moveable units.

Discussion brought out that in future planning consideration
should be given to providing more space in the lobby of the Visitor
Center.

In connection with the discussion of lobbies, the question was
raised as to the effectiveness of informational exhibits in the
lobby. It was pointed out that some types of information might be
more effectively dispensed by means of simple leaflets which the
visitor could select from a wall or counter rack.

Lobby problems at Colonial give emphasis to the lack of
drinking fountains. Similar Grand Canyon's Visitor Center lobby
has a drinking fountain problem. It is the consensus that there
should be more fountains; they all do not have to be in the lobby,
and some should be designed to accommodate the children.

Public telephones =-- should they be in the Visitor Center?
They may be in the Visitor Center, they may be out-of-doors, or
both, depending on circumstances. No conclusions reached on this
subject. The suggestion was made that hotel and lodge concessioners
might provide in some Visitor Centers, direct lines to facilitate
making reservations, as some hotels do in providing direct lines at
airport terminals.

The lobby will be the point of entrance to the Visitor Center.
From the lobby there should be easy flow to other units of the
center, particularly to the exhibit room or rooms and the
auditorium or audio-visual room. Exhibit space should provide a
"eircle" route, eliminating as much as possible "back-tracking"
through the exhibit space. From lobby to exhibit room and back to
lobby could add elements of confusion. There was no discussion as
to whether exit from the Visitor Center should be. via the lobby.
The possibility of exiting to circulation units other than lobby
should be considered.

What can be accompllished through design to provide a feeling
of "openness" in the Visitor Center, "openness" that will invite
reople in, and when in, provide them with a sense of still being a
part of the out-of-doors? It is the consensus that where there is
a significant view, design should provide the view from the Visitor
Center. More thought should be given to providing rest areas in
lobbies or on terraces outside. A few chairs or benches would be
an essential facility of the rest area.

, Could the feeling of "openness" be extended to the exhibit
rooms? It was pointed out that some objects on display would



deteriorate rapidly in natural light. Mr. Lewis has significant
data on  this subject. In this connection, the Dinosaur Visitor
Center was mentioned as an example of an exhibit room where natural
light and "openness" predominate. Windows and doors in exhibit
rooms do .reduce the amount of usable wall space.

It was the consensus that audio-visual programs should not
conflict with the functioning of other units of the Visitor Center.
It was agreed that we need more advanced planning and better design
for audio-visual presentations and self-operating devices.

In the 1light of experiences at Grand Canyon and Colonial in
exhibit rooms and auditoriums, we must design to avoid distracting
noises and poor acoustics.

On the question whether public toilets should be accessible
from inside the Visitor Center, it was the consensus that in some
cases access should be indoors, in other cases out-of-doors, and in
other cases access should be provided both from indoors and out-of=-
doors, depending on circumstances. Similarly, there was discussion
of the need for dark room facilities. Certainly, experience has
demonstrated public need in certain parks for a place to unload a
"jammed" film. Perhaps, the necessary total darkness can be
provided in many Visitor Centers in small rooms normally used for
storage or other purposes. We should scrutinize more carefully
requests for dark-rooms that provide developing, printing, and
enlarging facilities.

It was the consensus that the Visitor Center, particularly
the exhibit, audio-visual, and orientation facilities should bear
close relationship to the field exhibits. Refer to the last
paragraph of this summary for the "transition" concept of the
Visitor Center.

Reference should be made to the reports on the first season's
operation of the two Visitor Centers in Colonial NHP and one in
Grand Canyon National Park. The reports were reviewed and polnts
pertinent to our Conference were discussed. Reference should also
be made to Jack M. Crannell's report on his observations at Colonial
while employed as a visual-aid consultant.

As Visitor Centers are established, thorough observations of
their use, strengths and weaknesses should be recorded each year
and reported to the Director's Office. From the reports, we should
profit by our experiences in the deaign and equipping of Visitor
Centers.

Visitor Center location was discussed. The good points of the
location of the Colonial Visitor Centers were mentioned. There was



difference of opinion on the best location for the Visitor Center
near the east entrance to Everglades. All factors influencing
location have perhaps not been fully explored. One factor seems
evident that Centers should be at logical stopping places near
features of interest. When such is not possible or other factors
are more important, approach road design and adequate signing must
encourage and invite visitors to stop at the Visitor Center. It is
the consensus that Visitor Centers near park entrances should serve
as the transition between the "outside" and the park. Creating a
park mood in the mind of the visitor, preparing him for the park
experience, providing information or orientation, creating an
avareness of park values and quality of service are all parts of the
transition.

John E. Doerr
Chief Naturalist.



SUMMARY OF GENERAL DISCUSSIONS
OF VISITOR CENTER DESIGN PROBLEMS

CONFERENCE ON VISITOR CENTERS, WODC
February 4, 1958

The meeting was initiated with reports on experiences with
"Pre-Mission" Visitor Centers. Mr. Lewis described the facilities
and operations at Williemsburg, Jamestown, and Yorktown. The
recently completed Visitor Center at Grand Canyon has been reported
as being used by not more than 15% of the total visitors and a
question was raised as to whether such large and costly facilities
could be justified where a low percentage of use was anticipated.

The location in this instance was believed to be a factor; however,
increased use is expected with completion of overnight accommodations
and campground in the vicinity. Other problems mentioned included
difficulties with keeping mechanical devices in working order, noise
and acoustical deficlencies, circulation and access to assembly rooms.

It was felt that the Superintendent's report on the Grand
Canyon Visitor Center was not adequate as a guide to future design
and that a more detalled form of report should be developed and
submitted semiannually on all new Visitor Centers.

A discussion of control of the furnishing and interior
decorating of Visitor Centers developed from an incident at
Carlsbad Caverns where a large'number of oil paintings donated to
the park have been hung in a manner as to detract from an otherwise
satisfactory architectural appearance. Other instances were cited
where lobbies were unfortunately cluttered to the extent as to give
a very poor lmpression to visitors. Messrs. Lewls and Bennett were
designated to draft a statement for a field memorandum to restrain
and guide park personnel in the use, furnishing, and decorating of
interiors of these buildings.

The term "Visitor Center" is sometimes confusing to the public
as 1t is an unusual and specialized facility which may be associated
with shopping centers with which the general public is familiar.

The term Visitor Information Center was considered but no fully
satisfactory descriptive name has been proposed. Similar facilities
were originally called administration-museum buildings where such
functions were combined and later the term Public Use Building
apparently came into use simultancously in various offices as a new
concept. As the combinations of facilities provided in Visitor
Centers and the purposes for which they are designed vary between
parks and within parks, clarifying definitions and names such as
wvere developed for museums should be of assistance in identifying
the use and relationship of individual structures.



The above discussion led to the suggestion that "Museum
Prospectuses" should be called Visitor Center Prospectuses" to con-
form to the present concept of such interpretive ‘facilities. A
check list and instructions as to information to be provided for
the design of administrative facilities should be prepared and used
where these facilities are combined as well as where separated.
This deficiency may be partly attributed to the association of the
term "Visitor Center" primarily with visitor facilities.

The lack of consistency between prospectuses and PCP's in many
instances with a resulting inadequacy in estimates received attention.
The recent submission of a prospectus with PCP enclosed was exhibited
as an unusual example in which the detailed description of facilities
was combined with the programming instrument for funds which insured
simultaneous review of both and reduced the possibility of changes
in one not being reflected in the other as occasionally happens. The
submission of the PCP - or a revised PCP if appropriate - at the same
time the prospectus is submitted was agreed to be desirable as a
regular procedure.

Various information and interpretive facilities with the same
park may be presented for consideration in several prospectuses and
other documents. A supplement to the prospectus discussed in the
EODC meeting was described as intended to present the overall inter-
pretive planning and identify the place in the overall scheme of the
particular structure presented in the prospectus. Objectives were
raised to the introduction of new forms being developed of which the
"Statement of Requirements" is another example when there are forms
already available if properly used and kept current. Mr. Thomas
explained that the interpretive section of the Master Plan Outline
was intended as the device to coordinate all of the information and
interpretation for a park including structures, signs, and literature
but that considerable difficulty was encountered in getting these
prepared or revised to keep them current. The interpretive plan is
intended to show location and geographical relationship of interpre-
tive facilities and supplement the outline. Museum prospectuses may
present new or different thoughts on development or duplicate the
interpretive outline to a considerable extent. The preparation of
the prospectus as a supplement to the interpretive outline and plan
was suggested as a means of insuring coordination, making effective
use of both documents and reducing duplication and work required for
preparation.

Mr. Lee expressed a desire to see the information and interpre-
tive services presented in a sequence as experienced by the visitor
and from his viewpoint. If related to the time the average visitor
allows himself for a visit, and the reactions and problems
encountered by a visitor in unfamiliar and sometimes overcrowded
surroundings can be realistically included, such a study could be






