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What is Interpretation?



What is an Interpretive Master Plan (IMP)?
• An inclusive decision-making process that involves staff and 

others at informal learning institutions to develop a plan for 
visitors to those sites

• Guides development of visitor services at a site or facility

• Blends management needs and consideration of the 
resource with visitor needs

• Helps determine essential messages, stories, information 
and experiences and …... the most effective methods to 
communicate them to key audiences

Inspiration: Wikipepdia

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Intepretive_Planning


Consider Visitor Experience Plans



What is included in an IMP?

• Inventory/Background/Significance

• Goals and Objectives for the Plan (& Interpretation)

• Audience/Visitor Analysis

• Market Analysis/Competition

• Themes/Messages

• Visitor Experience – Wayfinding/Needs/Activities

• Evaluation

• Resources



5 min of questions



Why? Cornell Botanic Gardens

An interpretive plan works to 

achieve your garden’s mission.



Mission/vision

Management or Strategic Goals

Interpretive Program Goals

Interpretive Program Objectives



This is important because...

The plan clearly communicates

how interpretation will impact 

your garden.







This is also important because...

The plan provides a justification 

for the time and money spent 

on interpretive services. 



Why? Red Butte Garden & Arboretum



Why? Red Butte Garden & Arboretum

• Unify our interpretive efforts

• Develop a process for creating interpretation

• Identify themes and unify our messaging

• Understand who is coming to the Garden

• Understand who is not coming to the Garden

• Create a better guest experience

• Support funding efforts



Why? United States Botanic Garden



Why? United States Botanic Garden
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Why? United States Botanic Garden
What's this room called?
• Tropics
• The Tropics
• The Tropics House
• Jungle
• Tropical Forest
• Rainforest
• Tropical Rainforest
• The house on the way to the 

restrooms...



5 min of questions



2016: Name change approved!

Click to add text

When? Cornell Botanic Gardens​



2017-18: Revise mission, vision, 
values, strategic goals



2019: Audience Prioritization

Focus on:

• Cornell students

• Supporters (donors, volunteers)

• Visitors (tourists, locals)



2019- 2020: Interpretive 
Planning Process



When? Red Butte Garden & Arboretum

• 2014-2017 Strategic Plan

• RFP process started in 2019

• Started in May 2020

• Finished in May 2021



When? United States Botanic Garden

1999 2014 2016



When? United States Botanic Garden

2018 2020 2022



5 min of questions



Who? Cornell Botanic Gardens



Staff Involvement

Planning group represented all program areas:

• Horticulture
• Natural Areas
• Education
• Communication
• Development



Staff Involvement

• All staff invited to participate and provide 
feedback at key points.

• One-on-one meetings with our director.



External Involvement

• Advisory Council
• Volunteer docents
• Student interns



Who? Red Butte Garden & Arboretum



Who? Red Butte Garden & Arboretum

• Core team made up of representative(s) from each department

• Community leaders

• Ex EDs

• University partners

• Consultants (Lennox Insites, Partners In Design, and Kari Nelson 
(guest survey))



Who? United States Botanic Garden



Who? United States Botanic Garden

It's USBG Core Team 
Squares!

Executive 
Director

Visual 
Information 

Specialist

Media & 
Public Affairs 

Specialist

Deputy 
Executive 
Director

IMP 
Consultant/ 
Contractor

Interpretive 
Specialist

Team 
Managers

Landscape 
Architect & 

Horticulturist

Access 
Coordinator

Your host!
(aka Contractor Liaison / 

Project Manager)



5 min of questions

Photo Credit: www.106Group.com



DEVELOP THE PLAN
• Interpretive Themes
• Visitor Interpretive 

Experience
• Recommendations
• Prioritized timeline

LAY THE FOUNDATION
• Goals and Objectives
• Profile Audiences
• Inventory:
- opportunities
- parameters

When? Cornell Botanic 
Gardens​

How? Cornell Botanic Gardens​



Interpretive Planning Process

LAY THE FOUNDATION
• Goals and Objectives
• Profile Audiences
• Inventory:
- opportunities
- parameters



Interpretive Planning Process

DEVELOP THE PLAN
• Interpretive Themes
• Visitor Interpretive 

Experience
• Recommendations
• Prioritized timeline



Two top tips: Cornell Botanic Gardens

• Take the time needed to inventory your potential interpretive 
opportunties, and visitor needs, motivations and interests.

• Prescribe the ideal "visitor interpretive experience" and identify 
what your site needs make this happen.



How? Red Butte Garden & Arboretum



How? Red Butte Garden & Arboretum

• Put it in the strategic plan

• Find Funding 

• Hire expertise RFP (x2)

• Virtual site visits

• Interviews with community leaders

• Core interpretive team meetings

• Do or do not, there is no try (pandemic)



Two Tips Red Butte Garden & Arboretum

1. Include all stake holders in the process, including those from the 
community.

2. Communicate! Let everyone at the Garden know what you are 
doing. Let the board know.



How? United States Botanic Garden

USBG Interpretive Master 
Plan Overarching Theme:

Inspired by the welcoming, 
sensory, and restorative 
experience, visitors 
appreciate the diversity of 
plants, value the essential 
connection between plants 
and people, and embrace the 
stewardship of plants and 
the environment.



How? United States Botanic Garden

Big 
Idea 
Sign

Plant 
Stories 

Sign

Plant 
Highlight

Sign



How? United States Botanic Garden



How? United States Botanic Garden

Top Tip #1:

Get Everyone 
On Board!



How? United States Botanic Garden

Top Tip #2:

Make It 
Flexible!



Interpretive 
Master Planning 
Questions for our 
Presenters



Thank you for coming!

Interpretation is a seed not a tree.

National Park Service


