“Judging Exhibitions” by Beverly Serrell
Evaluating exhibitions in a team

Jana Hawig and Ria Glaue

Introduction

Judging Exhibitions was developed in a series of workshops between 2000 and 2003
in Chicago (USA) and published in 2006 as Judging Exhibitions. A Framework for Assess-
ing Excellence (Serrell 2006). This framework (Serrell 2006: 42—46) serves as a practical
guide for a standardized procedure of analyzing and assessing the excellence of ex-
hibitions from a visitor-centered perspective." Exhibitions are evaluated in terms
of how well they meet the ‘Criteria’ set down in the framework for the assessors at
the moment of their visit. They explicitly refer to the overall visitor experience: “We
would judge exhibitions by how it felt to be in them” (Serrell 2006: 5). The criteria are
broken down into different features, here called Aspects’. An exhibition is not ex-
pected to meet all the aspects listed in the framework (Serrell 2006: 17); rather, they
reflect individual facets of the criteria and provide supporting evidence for the eval-
uation. The main concern is to ensure that the criteria and aspects describe valuable
visitor experiences: “[They] are related to creating comfortable, engaging, reinforc-
ing and meaningful educational experiences for visitors” (Serrell 2006: 17).

The special feature of this approach is its implementation in a team: the frame-
work provides the members of the group with a shared vocabulary that they can
use to evaluate their personal visitor experience first on an individual level. Sub-
sequently, they compare their results and draft joint statements regarding the qual-
ity of the exhibition. The discussion about the exhibition’s quality (‘Excellence’) that
emerges in this process is the actual goal of the analysis. Every discipline associated
with museums (curatorial, design etc.) has its own ideas about what constitutes a
successful exhibition. The framework and the accompanying discussion are not in-
tended to replace the various professional viewpoints, “but to augment them with
a deeper understanding of the experience itself” (Serrell 2006: 24). In its applica-
tion, the framework takes into account that the judges generate subjective results

1 The framework is open access and available for download at Serrell 2025.
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and brings these together in a productive way. A judge can be anyone with some de-
gree of expertise about exhibitions (see below). What is crucial here is taking a vis-
itor-centered perspective (see chapter 3.2 Focus). Beverly Serrell’s team identified a
successful visitor experience as a basis for rating an exhibition as ‘excellent’. The an-
alytical guidelines she created are designed to work in a broad range of exhibition
settings.

The authors of this article adapted Serrell’s framework as part of an extensive
research project at the DASA Arbeitswelt Ausstellung Dortmund (DASA Working
World Exhibition in Dortmund) to investigate storytelling in exhibitions (conducted
from 2017 to 2023). The centerpiece of this project is the evaluation of the DASA
special exhibition Pia sagt Lebwohl. Eine Ausstellung iiber die Arbeit mit Tod und Trauer
(Pia Says Goodbye: An Exhibition about Dealing with Death and Mourning). The method
described here was adapted in the context of the DASA evaluation: since the re-
searchers themselves were involved in the curation of this exhibition, it was nec-
essary to include an outside perspective on Pia Says Goodbye in the form of Judging
Exhibitions. In contrast to Serrell’s approach, where the judges select the case study
on their own initiative, in the DASA adaptation, the framework was modified to a
commission as part of a self-evaluation. The evaluators selected the judges accord-
ing to their own criteria and invited them to visit the exhibition in Dortmund to
evaluate its excellence.

In order to apply the method in the context of this exhibition evaluation, the
evaluation team translated the framework into German.? The translation of the En-
glish terms was to be carried out in such a way that the original idea of the criteria
would be retained, but that at the same time the German-speaking experts would
have a common vocabulary at their disposal that was as comprehensible as possi-
ble. This led to some discussion within the evaluation team regarding certain finer
points. Particularly, the translation of ‘meaningful’ (German: ‘Sinnstifter) remained
a compromise until the very end.? Some details were modified also in terms of con-
tent. For instance, the aspect 1.c) “The lighting, temperature, and sound levels were
appropriate” (Serrell 2006: 44) was split into three different aspects in order to be
able to evaluate lighting, temperature and sound levels separately. Semantic issues
also emerged during the process of translation that prompted the members of the
evaluation team to fundamentally reflect on their self-image. “Excellent judge” was
translated as “(exhibition) expert”. While the English word §judge’ semantically cov-
ers both the meaning of ‘assessing, evaluating and the role of, for instance, an ad-

2 The German version translated by the DASA research team (Jana Hawig, Ria Glaue, Patricia
Dobrijevic, Paul Marx) is available at: https://www.dasa-dortmund.de/fileadmin/user_uplo
ad/Dokumente_pdf/DA/Anhaenge_Forschungsbericht.pdf, 62—68 (06.03.2025).

3 The alternatives discussed were 'Relevanz herstellen' (establish relevance) or 'Bedeut-
samkeit’ (significance).
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judicator in a law court, the German word ‘Richter’ is more strongly associated with
the latter. To avoid misunderstandings, a translation was chosen that emphasizes
the role of the assessor as a knowledgeable expert, rather than giving the impres-
sion of someone passing a final judgement on the exhibition. This also aligns with
how Serrell wants the term to be understood: “Judging is a process of thinking, form-
ing an opinion, deciding on the relative value or worth, and holding up something
against standards, guidelines or criteria’ (Serrell 2006: 164). Another issue was the
term ‘excellent that was not carried over in the translation.* Particular attention was
paid to the translation of the four criteria (German: ‘Dimensionern’) as the core of the
content-related engagement with the exhibition to be assessed:

Fig. 1: The four criteria from the framework. These form the core of the evaluation of an exhi-
bition’s excellence. Excerpt from Serrell 2025: 1.

Aim of the method

Judging Exhibitions is designed to foster discussion and learning among partici-
pants with the help of a shared vocabulary to enhance their understanding of an ex-
hibition’s excellence. Agreement on a consensus is not necessarily the goal of Judging
Exhibitions but rather an exchange of different opinions (Serrell 2006: 145). The tar-
get group of the analysis is therefore not a stakeholder of the exhibition’s institution,

4 This had originally been developed with a certain amount of tongue-in-cheek during the
many years of development in Serrell’s grassroots group, see Serrell (2006, 10).
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but the participants themselves.® The method is aimed at anyone with professional
experience of exhibitions, because a certain ability to express oneself is necessary to
be able to talk about an exhibition (Serrell 2006:10).° Serrell mentions further fields
of application of the method, including as a teaching tool for students of museum
studies (Serrell 2006: 78—83) or also as “in-house exhibition development” (Serrell
2006: 73—77) with possibilities for application during the design phase of an exhibi-
tion or also in formative and summative evaluations. The latter is exemplified in the
case study below.

The method can be applied to almost all (museum) exhibitions. Serrell empha-
sizes that exhibitions for very young children are also suited for the framework.
The prerequisite is that “the target audience includes adults and the exhibition di-
rects interpretation at them as facilitators for an educational experience”, which the
judges can follow-up on (Serrell 2006: 22). Serrell explicitly includes a chapter on
the possibilities of using the framework with art exhibitions (Serrell 2006: 84—87).
During the development of the framework, there were reservations about its use in
exhibitions that focus on the aesthetics of art objects and dispense with any kind of
explanatory texts. Serrell confirms this difficulty but argues that this applies inde-
pendently of art exhibitions: “If there is alow diversity of formats (e.g. graphics, text,
audiovisuals, models, phenomena) or sensual modalities (other than sight), Frame-
work users would have fewer specific elements to discuss, but they’d still be able to
talk about their overall experiences” (Serrell 2006: 85).

The framework is designed primarily to be used on its own, since it takes a holis-
tic approach and defines a conclusive process from beginning to end. At the same
time, it can be combined with other methods (see case study). However, the frame-
work is not a substitute for examining visitor reactions, but can usefully comple-
ment existing visitor studies (Serrell 2006: 106).

Step-by-step guideline

The following five steps provide a structure for applying the method. Serrell does
not prescribe any particular time frame, leaving it to the members of the group to
organize the process themselves. She does, however, recommend allowing at least
two hours for the first meeting and the second follow-up meeting. The step-by-step

5 Ifthe analysis results are processed and published as an exhibition analysis, additional target
groups can be addressed.

6 The composition of the group therefore depends on the situation, and according to Serrell, is
guided only by the criterion of the language skills required for exhibitions. Expertise on the
topic of the exhibition alone is not a requirement. Accordingly, whoever selects the group
also defines which specific knowledge the judges need to have to be considered ‘experts’.
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guideline below is modelled on the specifications and wording of the framework to
facilitate the transfer.

1. “First meeting”

Before visiting the exhibition, the participants come together for a first joint meet-
ing to familiarize themselves with the framework and the concepts and to get to
know each other (if they haver't met yet). Particular attention is paid to ensure that
everyone is on the same page regarding the criteria and aspects. Participants should
be provided with a print-out of the framework. The meeting does not necessarily
have to take place at the venue of the exhibition.

2. "Personal notes (call-outs)’

The experts visit the exhibition on their own. Everyone can decide for themselves
how often they want to visit the exhibition. The notes (‘call-outs’) are taken during
and after the first exhibition tour and are spontaneous, affective statements which
need to be supplemented by a reflection: “your feelings and emotional reactions to
what you are experiencing — along with some analysis for why or what made you
feel that way” (Serrell 2006: 52). The approach is exploratory and not guided by the
framework. However, the experts are expected to explore the exhibition from the
perspective of a visitor. In the process, they note their thoughts and impressions
regarding the exhibition experience.

3. “Assessing the aspects”

The framework specifies a total of twenty-six different aspects for all four criteria
that are assessed after visiting the exhibition. The assessment is carried out indi-
vidually on the basis of the call-outs and according to the following system that does
not provide for neutral ratings (Serrell 2006: 56):

Fig. 2: The judges are invited to assess the twenty-six aspects according to this rating system
of the framework. Excerpt from Serrell 2025: 4.
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Fig. 3: The figure shows specific assessments of the aspects by three different
participants regarding the exhibition Pia Says Goodbye. The experts have
added personal comments to some of the features in order to clarify them.
Source: participant E, participant B, participant A, participant B, frame-
work of the DASA research project. 2020, unpublished, 4-5.

4. "Rating the critera”

The assessment of the aspects then feeds into the individual rating of each of the
four criteria. The ratings 1 to 6 can be given and are defined as follows:

Fig. 4: Following this rating system, the fourth step of the framework asks the judges to rate
the individual criteria. Excerpt from Serrell 2025: 5.

Level 1 Excellent—Consistently good Aspects (+’s), with many excellent (++’s)

Level 2 Very Good—Consistently good Aspects (+’s) with very few or no misses (—’s)

Level 3 Good—Mostly good Aspects (+'s), but with some misses (—'s)

Level 4 Acceptable—A balance between good Aspects (+’s) and missed Aspects (—'s), or a few noteworthy things
Level 5 Misses Opportunities—Mostly missed Aspects (—'s), but there may be a few good Aspects (+’s)

Level 6 Counterproductive—Mostly self-defeating (— —’s), with many missed Aspects (—’s)
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The ratings should be backed up by a brief freely formulated rationale.

Fig. 5: Example of a judge’s assessment of the criterion ‘Comfortable’ in Pia
Says Goodbye. The person awarded level 2 and motivated this by stating
that, all in all, they felt comfortable, even though they found some rooms too
cold. While there were sufficient places to sit, the sound level in one particu-
lar room was experienced as too loud. Source: Participant E, framework of
the DASA research project. 2020, unpublished, 6.

5. “Comparing the assessments - follow-up meeting”

Afterwards, the participants come together to present and discuss their individual
assessments. Serrell recommends starting by all the participants filling in the rat-
ings in the provided grid (Serrell 2006: 61) (Fig. 6) and then picking the most inter-
esting points, for example big differences in ratings, to kick off the discussion. There
isnojoint rating, butlisting a maximum of five positive and/or five negative features
of the exhibition that everyone can agree on, helps to formulate the final result (Fig.
7). The framework is designed to emphasize positive aspects. If not many of these
can be found or agreed on, there is a strong likelihood, according to Serrell, that
the exhibition was not particularly ‘excellent’ (Serrell 2006: 63). At the end, the par-
ticipants return once more to their individual ratings of the criteria and reflect on
whether they would change them or not. Here one should keep in mind that “[c]on-
sensus is not the goal, but it is interesting to see if and why people want to change
their minds about something” (Serrell 2006: 63).

- [ —
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Fig. 6: In the fifth step of the framework, the judges compile their ratings
and record them in this table, as shown here in the example of the exhibition
Pia Says Goodbye. Their initials have been anonymized. Source: partici-
pant B, framework of the DASA research project. 2020, unpublished, 7).

Fig. 7: The judges have to reach a unanimous decision at the end of the
framework, as here in the example of Pia Says Goodbye. They decided

to assign the statements to the four criteria of the framework and the story-
telling method. For each statement, they mention positive as well as nega-
tive aspects. Source: participant D, framework of the DASA research project.
2020, unpublished, 7.

Two elements are essential for the focus of the method: the first is to show, as
much as possible, an open mind and a willingness to compromise for a collabora-
tive exchange of ideas, the second is adopting a visitor-centered perspective (Serrell
2006:25-29). The visitor-centered view aims to expand the experts’ professional per-
spective and, at the same time, reveal overlaps in the assessment. It serves to identify
features that meet the visitors’ needs and expectations and enable them to have “pos-
itive learning experience[s] in the exhibitions” (Serrell 2006: 164). The framework’s
criteria support this focus and address the exhibition’s overall educational perfor-
mance that comprises all aspects of one’s own user behaviour, for example:
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- Dol feel comfortable here as a visitor? Do I feel being spoken to?

— Does the content or the presentation enthuse me?

- Does the visit encourage me in any way or does it perhaps even generate a new
sense for me?

Orin Serrell’s words: “The tool asks you to be you: A person who, like most people,
wants to be comfortable, wants to feel respected, wants to feel the time is well-spent.
[...] And, most of all, a person who, as a museum professional, can explain these re-
sponses — both the personal and the universal - in terms that your colleagues can
understand and discuss” (Serrell 2006: 26).

The method does not require any technical equipment. All that is needed is:

- the framework as the central tool and guideline,
— agroup of six to ten professionals,

— asuitable exhibition,

— aquiet room for discussion.

Putting the group together and selecting the exhibition are the most important
preparatory steps. Serrell recommends six to ten experts as judges. In case there are
plans to further use the produced material, it is necessary to obtain the consent of
all participants and inform them about data protection aspects. The entire process
takes one to two days not counting arrival and departure days. The exhibition can be
visited independently of each other. However, the preliminary and follow-up meet-
ings should take place as a group and be scheduled shortly before and after visiting
the exhibition. The method does not provide for any particular post-processing after
the second meeting. Instead, the added value of this analysis lies in the repetition:
for Serrell, using the framework repeatedly is particularly effective for familiarizing
oneself with the method and thus improving the experts’ ability to talk about exhi-
bitions. Already during the second meeting, a further exhibition can be selected for
analysis (Serrell 2006: 64). Depending on the situation, the results can also be inte-
grated in final or evaluation reports (Serrell 2006: 69).

Case study

The method was first applied in a German translation in March 2020. This was done
as part of a research project by the DASA Working World Exhibition in Dortmund,
Germany, on the effect of storytelling in the special exhibition Pia sagt Lebwohl - Eine

- [ —

7


https://doi.org/10.14361%2F9783839418598-017
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

218

Part IIl Practice-oriented Methods

Ausstellung zur Arbeit mit Tod und Trauer (Pia Says Goodbye: An Exhibition about Dealing
with Death and Mourning).” In this storytelling exhibition®, visitors accompany the
fictional protagonist Pia as she goes through the process of mourning and burial af-
ter the death of her grandmother, and in doing so, learn about professional fields
in which the end of life is part of people’s daily work. In order to determine the im-
pact and the assumed effects of storytelling, the exhibition was evaluated summa-
tively while it was running. This evaluation was carried out using a two-phase mixed
methods research design on the basis of complementarity (Kuckartz 2014, 58). The
aim was to identify the effectiveness of narrative for visitors’ learning experience.

The explorative first part of the evaluation served to describe and assess the ex-
hibition as well as the visitors’ user and perception behaviour. For this purpose, the
DASA team conducted, in addition to Judging Exhibitions, an overt, non-participa-
tory observation of visitors and standardized written survey. In this context, Judging
Exhibitions served to obtain an unbiased description of the general excellence of the
exhibition that was independent from the evaluators, as well as to identify variables
that might impair the effect of storytelling. In the final comparison of the different
evaluation data, some findings of the Judging Exhibitions analysis overlapped with
those of the written survey: both experts and visitors evaluated the exhibition'’s ori-
entation and its narrative approach as essentially positive. In other instances, the
results provided by the experts were able to supplement those of the non-participa-
tory observation, as they were able to classify their own visitor behaviour, which also
emerged in the observation, thanks to their expert knowledge.’

Care was taken to ensure that the selected experts represented a variety of spe-
cialist backgrounds in the fields of museum studies and practice (design, curation,
education, research). In applying the method, the DASA research team did not pri-
marily aim to promote the experts’ professional development. Rather, it was the ex-
perts’ outside perspective on the quality of the special exhibition Pia says Goodbye that
was the focus of the research interest. Even though Serrell’s method is designed to
be used slightly differently, it was possible to apply it without any fundamental al-
teration in the evaluation. The only modification to the process was organizing an
additional final discussion after the second meeting, in which the experts presented
their results to the DASA team members involved in the research project.

7 The project ‘Potentials and Limits of Storytelling as an Educational Method in Exhibitions’
(2017-2023) includes not only the evaluation discussed here but also a fundamental defini-
tion of exhibition narratives as part of the PhD project by Jana Hawig in museum studies at
the University of Wiirzburg.

8 Its special feature consists in strategically incorporating suitable narrative elements thataim
to enhance the visitor experience.

9 The evaluation results of Pia Says Goodbye are available at: https://www.dasa-dortmund
.de/angebote-termine/angebote-fuer-fachbesucher/forschungsprojekt-pia-sagt-lebwohl
(06.03.2025).
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Method reflection

With its framework, Judging Exhibitions offers a tool that enables a structured as-
sessment of exhibitions and nuanced statements about the exhibition’s excellence.
Implementing it in the group affords an intensive exchange on overarching exhibi-
tion standards that does not aim for consensus, but rather for reflection on the active
shared change of perspectives. On the one hand, the method offers the potential to
structure the exchange on exhibitions, on the other, the final joint evaluation pro-
vides nuanced statements about the excellence of an exhibition and can positively
influence future exhibition planning. However, Judging Exhibitions does not claim
to replace visitor studies in the form of empirical social research.

The method is easy to manage in terms of time and personnel. Beyond personnel
and travel costs, no further costs arise. The latter can be reduced if the preliminary
and follow-up meetings are set up as well moderated online-events. The implemen-
tation itself — in particular the meetings — is however a very intensive process that
requires commitment and the ability to reflect from the participants. Especially un-
derstanding the aspects and their function is more challenging than it may seem
after a first reading of the framework. At the same time, this is an opportunity to
share thoughts about the quality of exhibitions via conceptual discrepancies, agree
on definitions and incorporate further aspects. In addition, this kind of structured
exchange about exhibitions is an unfamiliar approach for many museum practition-
ers that requires a certain amount of openness. If that is the case, the experts benefit
from a new way of looking at exhibitions, particularly when taking the visitor-cen-
tered perspective into account.

As part of the DASA research project, Judging Exhibitions supplemented meth-
ods of empirical social research with a specific evaluation goal and supplied impor-
tant and valuable findings about the exhibition excellence of Pia Says Goodbye, which
were also correlated with visitors’ assessments. For the exhibition makers of DASA
their own exhibition was independently deconstructed beyond empirical research.
After some initial confusion about their role (expert vs visitor), the experts arrived
at five joint statements in the discussion based on the framework. The subjectivity
of the individual assessments was moderated by finding compromises in the group.
The implementation with only five instead of six to ten external experts, as recom-
mended by Serrell, can be endorsed without reservation, as already a group of this
size was able to embark on an intensive discussion about the assessment of exhibi-
tion excellence. One has to take into account, however, that the composition of the
group also influences the atmosphere during implementation as well as the joint
result, depending on the discipline and individual understanding of roles. This con-
stant readjustment of a group, including the calibrating of concepts, is a specific
feature of the method and part of the process.
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It has been shown that adaptations of existing analytical approaches can be un-
dertaken quite boldly, because in this case, Judging Exhibitions functioned as a com-
missioned project. The inclusion of other methods — as in this case study - also of-
fers many possibilities for exploring the quality of exhibition visits. In addition, the
format would be a conceivable tool for quality management, for generating funds or
for launching a competition.'® In contrast to Serrell’s original intention, the method
could also be adapted for interested visitor groups, so that exhibition education,
visitors and exhibition studies would be combined. Regardless of this specific ap-
plication, Judging Exhibitions manages to assess general exhibition excellence. The
group-dynamic process also allows for the inclusion of individual viewpoints. This
represents a sustainable way to sensitize museum practitioners to visitor-centered
needs. You too can be an “excellent judge”!
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