Spellerberg Associates

The Santa Cruz Museum of Art & History
Website Design and Development including a
Visitor-Centered, Mobile-First Homepage and
Navigation

Our initial engagement with the MAH was a full website redesign
and redevelopment. We then went on to be their outside web
designer / developer / webmaster for six years.
The MAH’s mission is to help build a stronger, more connected
community in Santa Cruz, bringing people together around art and
history. In light of this, it was essential that our processes start
with the visitors and work back to the Museum. As much as
possible, our choices were premised on an understanding of the
needs of the Museum’s communities.
In Mobile First (A Book Apart, 2011), Luke Wroblewski wrote,
“websites and applications should be designed and built for mobile
first … the end result is an experience focused on the key tasks
users want to accomplish.” To identify these key tasks, we began by
focusing on the motivations of our visitors, drawing on the work of
researcher John Falk.
In Identity and the Museum Visitor Experience (Routledge, 2009),
Falk outlined a predictive model of visitor experience designed to
help museum professionals better meet their visitors’ needs.
Through research with dozens of museums and thousands of
visitors, Falk established his predictive model of visitor experience.
Falk’s framework identifies museum visitor motivations as:
— Experience Seeker
— Explorer
— Socializer
— Recharger
— Hobbyist / Professional
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In designing the MAH’s homepage we asked, “how can we use this
knowledge of our visitor’s motivations to deliver a focused,
user-focused mobile web experience?”
We adjusted the visitor archetypes to fit the Museum’s local
audience, creating fleshed-out personas that included descriptions
of how each intrinsic motivation tracks to museum programming
and engagement opportunities; and what kinds of messaging and
imagery they may positively respond to.
We created wireframes that mapped each motivation to an area on
the homepage. Each block contained a set of elements — a tagline,
an image, an activity and a couple of links — that are populated
with content tailored specifically to the motivation. In this scenario,
the choice of what events and activities to feature were driven by
appeals to specific segments of our audience. But we also wanted to
ensure support for the Museum’s broader marketing priorities, so
included a “This Week at the MAH” block at the very top. This
design pushed fresh content specifically curated for each identity,
encouraging a broader understanding of how visitors can engage
with the MAH.
Similarly, we saw the website navigation as another opportunity to
reflect the MAH’s mission via design choices. The previous design
included seven top-level links — Calendar, Exhibitions, Learn, Get
Involved, Rent the MAH, Blog and About. This fairly typical
collection of links failed to signal to visitors how central
participation is to the MAH experience. By reducing that down to
three — See & Do, Get Involved and About — we more clearly
communicated to visitors the Museum’s character and priorities.
Recognizing that the majority of our visitors were viewing the site
on their phones, we adopted a mobile-first UI pattern for the
second-level links. Clicking/tapping each of the top-level items
triggered a full-screen modal, and we stacked the second-level links
vertically. This eliminated line-length-imposed character
limitations, allowing the Museum the flexibility to include as many
items as they needed in each modal, with as many words as

required for effective communication. The result was a simplified
nav and a modern, mobile-responsive interface pattern.
On her blog, Museum 2.0, Executive Director Nina Simon praised
our work saying, “Marty is everything I could have wanted from a
designer — he over delivered on my vague directives and pushed
me to think more rigorously about what we were trying to do.”
Marty Spellerberg, Elise Granata and Sarah Wambold presented
this work in the talk “Visitor-first, mobile-first: Designing a
visitor-centric mobile experience” at Museums and the Web 2016 in
Los Angeles.
This work is no longer online.

Team

Design and Development: Marty Spellerberg for Spellerberg
Associates. Coordination: Elise Granata for the MAH. Usability
contributions: Joe Costello for Spellerberg Associates. Persona
consultation: Ahree Lee.

Homepage top
on desktop

Navigation modal
on desktop

Left: Homepage
top on mobile
Right: Navigation
modal on mobile

