
Developing An Interpretive 
Master Plan 



What is an 
Interpretive Master 
Plan? 
 
An interpretive master 
plan (IMP) is a study of 
how an organization’s 
current strategic plan 
and programs align 
with its vision for a 
new initiative.  



It outlines key 
goals and 
objectives, 
establishes 
interpretive 
strategies, and 
provides a road 
map forward for 
launching a new 
exhibition or 
program.  



If a strategic plan is 
an interviewer 
asking you “where 
do you see yourself 
in five years?” the 
IMP is your 
coworker saying 
“how are we going 
to get this project 
done?” 



How Does an 
Interpretive Master 
Plan Work? 
 
The IMP: 
• Defines the 
project’s vision and 
how it aligns with 
and supports the 
organization’s overall 
mission 
and strategic plan 
• Outlines key goals 
and objectives 



• Identifies 
stakeholders 
who are 
invested in the 
project and its 
success  
• Identifies 
target 
audiences and 
how the 
exhibition will 
seek to engage 
them 



• Develops the 
exhibition’s 
interpretive hierarchy, 
including: 
Big ideas 
Take-away messages 
Critical questions 
• Explores exhibition 
themes and potential 
stories 



• Creates 
benchmarks for 
success, to be 
measured by future 
evaluations 
• Identifies 
opportunities for 
programming, 
educational 
outreach, and digital 
engagement 



Why Do an 
Interpretive 
Master 
Plan? 
 

Interpretive 
master 
planning has 
many 
benefits for 
an 
organization 
seeking to 
develop a 
new 
exhibition. 



The IMP: 
• Provides a clear road map forward when developing a 
new exhibition 
• Clarifies the exhibition’s scope and messaging 
• Creates a reference guide to help team members stay on 
track and on mission 
• Allows new team members to get up to speed on a 
project quickly 
• Presents critical information to stakeholders and outside 
groups 
• Acts as a tool to inform and support fundraising and 
development 
• Identifies potential barriers and challenges to success and 
areas for future research 



Interpretation Master Planning:  
From Plan to Action 

 
November 2, 2017 



What is interpretation? 

 
All our mission-related messages;  

all the ways we share our messages 



Interpretive Media 

• Signage 
• Exhibits 
• Gardens 
• Website 
• Social Media 
• Videos 

 

All methods of delivering  
mission-related messages  
 • Active Interpretation 

• Docents 
• Other Garden Guides 
• Gardeners 
• Volunteers 
• Staff 
• Discovery Stations 
• Outreach 

• Marketing, communications, website, and 
onsite messages should be in close alignment 
 



Santa Barbara Botanic Garden 
Interpretive Master Plan Goals 
1) Articulate the Garden’s mission related    messages  
2) Develop guidelines for communicating effectively and consistently 
to our audiences, both on and off site.  
3) Recommend interpretive media that will inspire our audience to 
take action in the conservation of California’s native flora.  
4) Include rigorous evaluation practices 
5) Develop a plan for implementation, and budgets 
 
 
 



Garden Audiences:  
moving toward change 

Pre-
Contemplation 
• I came to visit 

your art 
exhibition.  
Plants? – they’re 
just part of the  
background. 

Contemplation 
• What a great 

place! Native 
plants are cool!  

Preparation 
• This class about 

growing native 
plants will help 
me bring some of 
this beauty 
home. I’m signing 
up! 

Action 
• I want to be part 

of the Garden’s 
efforts to save 
native plants. 
Sign me up for 
the Phenology 
Project!  

Maintenance 
• I planted native 

plants but now 
they’re all dead. 
Maybe I should 
just plant 
lavender. Who 
can give me 
advice? 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Much of our concept with this interpretive plan has to do with our understanding of how people come to embrace new ideas that lead to behavior change

Transformation is moving these various audience groups to the next level.  The goal is to encourage behavior change, not the teaching of facts and information, though that might be a tool we use to achieve the desired behavior change.




Theme and Subtheme 
Central Theme  
  
Native plants are the foundation of life and require our active support 
  
Subthemes 
  
California native plants Support and Connect All Life 
California native plants Conserve Resources  
California native plants are Essential to Human Experience  
California native plants Need Human Help 

 



Our Stories 

Stories illustrate subthemes 



Interpretive Planning 
• Prior Plans – history of institution and interpretative practices 
• New Plans -  new buildings, new gardens  - moving into future 
• Successful Planning 

• Research – sample plans, best practices, resources 
• Who are the stakeholders? How do you develop buy-in? 
• How will you develop your plan?  
• Will you use an outside consultant? 
• Scope and focus  - what do you want to include? 
• Deciding on priority projects 
• Implementation Plan 

 
 

The plan for the plan! 



Interpretive Planning 
• Messaging  - be clear about your message 
• What is included? 

o Staff/volunteer training 
o Audiences   
o Media and Marketing  
o Partnerships  
o Advocacy  
o Evaluation  

• List of Supplementary Documents 
o Detailed plans and budgets 
o Supporting documents 
o Citations and resources 
o Implementation Plan 

 
 

 What will the plan include? 



We Have a Plan: Now What?  
• Where in your institution is interpretation embedded? 
• What is timeline/priority for projects? Who makes those decisions? 
• How will funds be raised? 
• What can be done in house vs outsourced? 
• Who is responsible for developing Request for Proposals for interpretive 

projects? 
• Who is responsible for project implementation? 
• Who is responsible for evaluation? 

 
 
  

 

Turning interpretive plans into reality 



 
 



Discussion: 
 
How do you begin the process?  
What does your site what to accomplish with an IMP? 
Who is going to create the plan? 
What do you want the finished product to look like? 
How do you get site buy-in? Initially and for the long run? 
How are you going to activate the plan? 
How often should you revise the plan? 
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