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Introduction

Photo Credit: Google Earth

We are pleased to present this Interpretive 
Master Plan for the Gardens of Golden Gate 
Park. As we bring together the Conservatory 
of Flowers, Japanese Tea Garden, and San 
Francisco Botanical Garden under an expanded 
partnership with San Francisco Recreation & 
Parks, the implementation of this plan is well 
timed. This critical roadmap was made possible 
with the financial support of the Institute for 
Museum and Library Services and the expertise 
of MIG, Smithsonian Exhibits, and Institute for 
Learning Innovation. We are also grateful to 
the staff committee, volunteer and community 
stakeholders, and peer and partner reviewers who 
participated in the process to develop this plan.  

Using this plan as our guide, we are already 
making improvements to interpretive resources 
and seeking funding to carry out this work over 
the next several years. From welcoming and 
wayfinding signage to sharing more complex 
information about our plant collections, major 
investments are needed to elevate visitor 
experience and satisfy visitor interest. These 
iconic places are deserving of this level of 
attention and investment.  

Now one of the most visited public gardens in the 
country, we are uniquely positioned to engage 
with a large audience both on our living plant 
collections and historical sites, as well as on the 
most pressing environmental issues facing the 
planet including threats to biodiversity. Delivering 

key messages about the interdependencies of 
plants and animals (including people), the wonder 
and science of the natural world, and the intrinsic 
value of plants and places like the Gardens to 
human health are central to the plan.  

Because we aim to be “everybody’s gardens,” 
accessibility to these special places and to our 
informational resources is a top priority for the 
plan. Visitors and locals alike will experience 
a deeper level of understanding and awe as a 
result of the work informed by this plan. It is our 
hope that we’re a major highlight of trips to San 
Francisco and a source of pride and connection 
for Bay Area residents. 

Ultimately, this plan is a tool to help advance our 
mission to connect people to plants, the planet, 
and each other. Whether exploring the tropics at 
the Conservatory of Flowers, finding serenity at 
the Japanese Tea Garden, or enjoying magnificent 
Magnolias at the Botanical Garden, the visitor 
experience at all three will be enhanced by a more 
cohesive approach to engagement while retaining 
the unique qualities of each site. 

JA PA N E S E 
T E A GA R D E N

SA N 
F R A N C I S CO 
B OTA N I CA L 
GA R D E N

CO N S E RVATO RY 
O F F LOW E R S
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Image: Beer Garden Event at the Conservatory of Flowers; Photo Credit: Drew Bird Photography
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What is an Interpretive Master Plan?
An interpretive master plan is 
a preliminary study of how an 
organization’s current strategic 
plan and programs align with its 
vision for a new initiative. 

In addition to reconfirming an organization's goals, 
it:

	» Establishes goals and objectives
	» Identifies key stakeholders and audiences
	» Develops themes and take-away messages
	» Identifies programming opportunities

This interpretive master plan provides a “road 
map” for creating a unified approach to the 
Gardens of Golden Gate Park (the Gardens). The 
interpretive master plan will inform the content 
development, establish interpretive strategies, and 
provide guidance to the design team.

The plan will focus on ways to create interpretive 
and wayfinding links between The Conservatory 
of Flowers, Japanese Tea Garden, and San 
Francisco Botanical Garden. The Gardens of 
Golden Gate Park will create a cohesive approach 
to interpreting the three gardens, while still 
embracing the individual identities of the three 
sites. Image: Flower Piano; Photo Credit: San Francisco Botanical Garden
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Institutional Mission, Vision, and Values
The interpretive master plan supports the 
institutional goals outlined in the Gardens’ existing 
planning documents, such as the strategic plan1 
and the rebranding strategies. The mission, 
vision, and values outlined in the strategic plan 
are complemented by the concepts explored 
throughout the interpretive master plan. 

1 See Gardens of Golden Gate Park. 2023, Gardens of 
Golden Gate Park 2023-2028 Strategic Plan, https://gggp.
org/wp-content/uploads/2023/09/Gardens_of_Golden_
Gate_Park_FY2023-2028_Strategic_Plan_050423_1_-_as_
approved_by_Rec_and_Park_Commission.pdf. Accessed 
2023	

Mission: The Gardens of Golden Gate Park 
connect people to plants, the planet, and each 
other.

Vision: All people have access to beautiful public 
gardens and experience the intrinsic value of 
plants to life and culture for a healthy community 
and planet.

Values: 

	» Everybody’s Gardens
	» Stewardship
	» Experience and Enjoyment
	» Education and Engagement
	» Excellence
	» Partnership and Collaboration

Additionally, the messaging in the interpretive 
hierarchy is in alignment with the problem 
statement identified in the strategic plan.

Problem Statement: Nature deficit disorder, 
plant awareness disparity, and shrinking 
biodiversity threaten the health and wellbeing of 
people and the planet.  

Image: Visitors Observing Flowers; Photo Credit: San Francisco Botanical Garden

L A N D AC K N OW L E D G E M E N T

We acknowledge that the Gardens of Golden 
Gate Park sit on the unceded ancestral 
homeland of the Ramaytush Ohlone who 
are the original peoples of the San Francisco 
Peninsula. We recognize that we benefit from 
living and working on their traditional homeland, 
and we affirm their sovereign rights as first 
peoples. Dedicated to connecting people to 
plants, the planet, and each other, the Gardens 
uphold the significance of this cherished and 
revered place that celebrates Earth’s biological 
diversity in supporting the health and wellbeing 
of all people and the planet.
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Justice, Equity, Diversity, and Inclusion (JEDI)
The Gardens is an organization that values 
diversity and is working to grow access to the 
Gardens for all.  The principles of justice, equity, 
diversity, and inclusion will inform all decision-
making processes regarding physical changes to 
the Gardens and programmatic development. 

The Gardens already removed one major barrier 
when the Gardens chose to become free for 
all San Francisco residents. One of the bigger 
challenges to address is physical accessibility, 
given the existing terrain of the Gardens and 
Golden Gate Park. Listed below are several 
existing documents that outline the organization's 
JEDI strategies and that will help guide the 
Gardens of Golden Gate Park as they grow and 
evolve.

1. The Gardens' Joint Strategic Plan, approved 
by the Recreation & Park Commission in May 
20231, calls out "People" as one of the five 
pillars, stating "The Gardens of Golden Gate 
Park are Everybody's Gardens. We are public 
public gardens, and our priority is being 
accessible and welcoming to everyone." The 
strategic plan identifies specific objectives to 
meet these goals; the objectives listed below 
are of particular relevance to the interpretive 
master plan process:

a. Integrate existing teams across the three 
sites. Build a culture of collaboration and 
performance excellence between the 

1 See Gardens of Golden Gate Park. 2023, Gardens of 
Golden Gate Park 2023-2028 Strategic Plan, https://gggp.
org/wp-content/uploads/2023/09/Gardens_of_Golden_
Gate_Park_FY2023-2028_Strategic_Plan_050423_1_-_as_
approved_by_Rec_and_Park_Commission.pdf. Accessed 
2023	

Recreation and Parks Department and San 
Francisco Botanical Gardens staff based 
on respective roles with the shared goal of 
delivering the Gardens to the public.  

b. Enhance visitor access and experience 
through increased use of multi-garden 
tickets and memberships. 

c. Take meaningful actions to ensure visitors, 
volunteers, staff, board, and program 
participants reflect the cultural diversity of 
the San Francisco Bay Area.

d. Raise public awareness and increase 
visitation with the launch of the new Gardens 
of Golden Gate Park brand. 

e. Develop and expand our educational 
programming for adults, children, and 
families. 

f. Relaunch, refresh, and grow our membership 
and volunteer programs, providing more 
value and enhanced experiences for our 
members and volunteers. 

2. SF Recreation and Parks Strategic Plan (2023 
Update)2

3. Recreation and Parks Racial Equity Action     
Plan3 (Dec. 2020)

2 See San Francisco Recreation and Parks. 2021, Strategic 
Plan 2021-25 Update, https://sfrecpark.org/DocumentCen-
ter/View/17451/Strategic-Plan-Update-2021. Accessed 
2023.
3 See San Francisco Recreation and Parks. 2020, Racial 
Equity Action Plan, https://sfrecpark.org/DocumentCenter/
View/15950/Racial-Equity-Action-Plan-Phase-I-FINAL-
dec2020?bidId=. Accessed 2023.

Image: Kids at the Conservatory of Flowers; Photo Credit: Conservatory of Flowers
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Collaborators and Potential Partners
This project, with its long-term programming, 
offers a unique opportunity to further build a 
network of collaborators, partners, and community 
representatives who are culturally or historically 
tied to the Gardens and the diversity of the area. 
The framework presented here for community 
outreach, engagement, and participation seeks 
to actively incorporate the perspectives and lived 
experiences of all individuals who wish to share 
their experiences, visit, and/or learn from their 
time at the Gardens.

Input and involvement by the groups listed here 
will be integrated into the planning and long-term 
programming of the Gardens. The engagement 
framework aims to define the groups and 
organizations who are critical to the long-term 
success of the Gardens and to create equitable 
opportunities for collaborating/partnering groups 
to be involved at levels of their choosing. (The 
framework also provides guidance for determining 
the appropriate level of engagement.)

Internal Collaborators are the people and 
organizations with a physical presence within the 
Gardens of Golden Gate Park. Collaborations may 
include using space jointly. Potential Partners can 
be internal or external to the Gardens. 

I N T E R N A L CO L L A B O R ATO R S

Collaborators are defined as individuals and 
organizations that are essential to the success of 
the project or programming. Their involvement 
centers around generating ideas and providing 
overall guidance to ensure an equitable, informed, 
and engaging experience for all visitors to the 
Gardens.

	» Gardens of Golden Gate Park 

	› Staff
	› Board of Directors
	› Volunteers
	› Japanese Tea Garden Concessionaire

	» San Francisco Recreation and Parks 
Department Historian in Residence

P OT E N T I A L PA R T N E R S 

Partners are defined as either internal or external 
individuals or organizations that have additional 
resources, knowledge, or cultural/historical ties 
and can speak directly to tools or techniques 
and resources to contribute to the success of 
the Gardens. Categories of potential partners are 
listed below, but are not exhaustive.

	» Japanese and other Cultural Organizations
	» Local Community and History Organizations
	» San Francisco Travel and Tourism
	» Reimagining San Francisco (A group of 

organizations and agencies convened by the 
California Academy of Sciences)

	» University Botany and Horticulture 
Departments

	» Museums in Golden Gate Park
	» Public Gardens , individually, and through 

our membership in the American Public 
Gardens Association and Botanical Gardens 
Conservation International

	» Plant Societies and Garden Groups
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Developing Interpretive Stories Through Partnership
The following questions should be asked and 
answered when considering who and how to 
engage with the various staff, community-based 
organizations, and interested partners.

1.	 Does the success of the project depend on 
the group’s involvement and ownership of the 
project outcomes?

a.	 If yes, the person/group should be involved 
as early as possible to inform the process, 
programming, and projects that may stem 
from this plan or future conversations. The 
person/group’s participation and inclusion 
in the decision-making process should be 
integrated into the program’s long term 
engagement strategy.

b.	If no, determine the key milestones (e.g. 
openings, annual budgets, event planning) 
that the person/group will most likely want to 
be updated on. 

2.	Is the individual or group a formal or informal 
leader of the community and can they sway the 
perspective of other individuals?

a.	 If yes, the person/group should be involved 
as early as possible to inform the process, 
programming, and projects that may stem 
from this plan or future conversations. The 
person/group’s participation and inclusion 
in the decision-making process should be 
integrated into the program’s long term 
engagement strategy.

b.	If no, there may still be benefits with 
consulting, involving, and collaborating with 

these persons/groups. The Gardens should 
discuss directly with the person/group and 
ask how they would like to be involved.

3.	Will the success of the project rely on the 
individual or group to promote events and 
recruit participation? In other words, is it critical 
that the individual or group have knowledge and 
can speak to the project process, outcomes, 
and solutions?

a.	 If yes, consider placing a strong emphasis 
on the person/group’s understanding of 
the project and outcomes prior to their 
involvement or commitment to the process/
programming. Tools may include a strong 
web and social media presence, and direct, 
one-on-one conversations and updates at 
standing meetings. Consider a placement in 
an advisory role on a committee or project 
working group.

b.	If no, consider the available resources 
and determine the appropriate level of 
engagement and outreach that would benefit 
the program, project, and/or process. At a 
minimum, encourage persons/group to stay 
up to date and informed by signing up for 
updates and participate when and where 
they can.

L E V E L S O F E N GAG E M E N T

Community engagement can be conducted at 
a variety of levels, depending on the objectives 
for engagement and the outcomes sought. An 
effective engagement process is purposeful 
and necessary to achieve better results. Since 
each project is different, the appropriate level 
of engagement should be determined at the 
beginning of each project phase. 

The chart below has been adapted from the 
“Spectrum of Community Engagement to 
Ownership,” created by Rosa Gonzalez1, founder 
of Facilitating Power. It shows each level of 
community engagement and their corresponding 
goals.

1 See Gonzalez, Rosa. 2019, Spectrum of Community 
Engagement to Ownership, https://movementstrategy.org/
resources/the-spectrum-of-community-engagement-to-
ownership/. Accessed 2023. 	

While we know the community must be informed, 
consulted, and involved at a minimum, genuine 
collaboration is essential to creating community 
ownership and transformative solutions to 
a community’s unique issues. It should be 
noted that the levels of engagement along the 
spectrum are not linear. For example, it might 
be more important to "consult" and involve 
one group when discussing continued funding 
opportunities but "collaborate" with them when 
discussing continued operations for the long 
term. The engagement process, therefore, begins 
with identifying collaborators and partners and 
how to engage with them to ensure that broad 
participation happens.

cy 
cy s rvice 

EXC LU D E I N FO R M CO N S U LT I N VO LV E CO LL A BO R ATE D E F E R TO

Limited access Provide community 
with information

Gather input Assure community 
needs and assets 
are integrated into 
the process

Ensure community 
capacity to play 
leadership role in 
implementation

Foster democratic 
participation and 
equity through 
community driven 
decision making

S P E CT R U M O F E N GAG E M E N T
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4.	Is there a history of distrust or resentment 
between the two parties from either side?

a.	 If yes, one-on-one conversations during the 
initiation of the project or program should be 
prioritized by the management team. The 
decision of how the person/group would like 
to be involved should be left to them and their 
peers. If their engagement and collaboration 
is critical to the project/program success (see 
question 1), the management team should 
provide a dedicated avenue for feedback, 
communications, and involvement.

b.	If no, refer to answers from other questions 
to determine the appropriate level of 
engagement and outreach for each person/
group.

5.	 Is the individual or group a long-standing 
member of the community with unique 
perspectives and experiences of the needs of 
the community?

a.	 If yes, prioritize integrating the person/
group’s experience and perspective in 
the project. Seek out these individuals for 
advice and guidance on how to engage 
with the community they represent. If their 
time is limited, consider working with them 
to determine where their perspective and 
experience would be most appropriate.

b.	If no, refer to answers from other questions 
to determine the appropriate level of 
engagement and outreach for each person/
group.

6.	Has the individual or group been invited to past 
engagement efforts and have they actively 
participated?

a.	 If yes, consider how their involvement may 
be elevated for the project or program. If the 
person or group is supportive of the program/
project outcomes, consider roles that would 
empower them. If the person or group is not 
supportive of the program/project outcomes, 
consider key milestones and topics where 
their perspective and experience would be 
still valuable.

b.	If no, but answers to questions 1-3 are ‘yes’, 
prioritize a one-on-one with the person or 
group’s leadership to understand why they 
have not been involved in the past and what 
their needs are to participate in the current 
program/project efforts. 

N AT I V E A M E R I CA N , 
I N D I G E N O U S, A N D T R I BA L 
E N GAG E M E N T A N D O U T R E AC H

To connect people to place and traditions and 
understand the environment and context, it is 
important to have a connection to the history 
of the first people and the area that visitors can 
experience. This can be exemplified through 
the unique ecosystem of the Gardens and the 
relationship with both federally recognized and 
unrecognized Tribes and Indigenous ties and 
connections to the location, plants, and animals.

The engagement framework for the Gardens aims 
to continually understand the present conditions 
and community needs, know and incorporate 
sensitivity to Indigenous science and knowledge 

and appreciate the spiritual significance of 
the Tribes and Indigenous people. Indigenous 
knowledge, which has been learned, lived, and 
often passed down from generation to generation 
should be integrated with academic knowledge. 
With the traumatic experiences of the Indigenous 
people prior to, during, and post colonization, it 
is recommended that a long-term strategy for 
engagement with Tribal Nations and Indigenous 
people and Indigenous based organizations is 
implemented as part of the on-going management 
and operations of the Gardens. 

PA R T N E R S H I P S 
R E CO M M E N DAT I O N S

	» Create and maintain a database of community 
collaborators and partners that tracks the 
contact person, the strength of the relationship, 
etc.

	» Standardize the use of the screening questions 
when determining the community collaborators 
and partners necessary for a successful 
program or project stemming from the 
Interpretive Master Plan.

	» Prioritize authentic and collaborative 
engagement and outreach with Indigenous 
organizations, Tribal Nations, and environmental, 
cultural, and historical organizations of the 
areas.

	› Develop and implement a long-term strategy 
for engagement with Tribal Nations and 
Indigenous people and Indigenous-based 
organizations as part of the on-going 
management and operations of the Gardens.

	› Learn and collaboratively incorporate 
Indigenous / cultural practice, science, and 

knowledge to create learning opportunities 
and healing environments for people and the 
natural world.

	› Design programs that highlight the diverse 
stories and importance of the Gardens as a 
place and the connections to different cultures 
that exist within the community (e.g. ethnic 
culture, San Francisco and Bay Area culture, 
and Northern California culture).

	› Identify opportunities to share and exchange 
resources, knowledge, and services between 
the Gardens and community collaborators and 
partners. For example, allowing Indigenous 
organizations to plant and harvest plants 
that will be later used for basket weaving or 
reserving a standing time and day for the aging 
Japanese community to practice traditional 
ceremonies at a reduced or zero fee.

	› Design, plan, and implement creative and fun 
multi-generational approaches to engage 
and connect youth with aging adults in their 
community and/or their guardians using the 
Gardens as a focal point.

	» Create a combined advisory board 
representative of scientific, culturally relevant, 
and educational perspectives.

	» Utilize working groups to collaboratively plan, 
design, and develop programming and project-
based solutions as they arise. 

	» Initiate innovative and creative ways to tell 
stories and experiences using technology to 
create a living museum that ties the location, 
traditions, and the plant and animal species to 
the people, the area, and the ecosystem.
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Goals and Objectives
The Gardens of Golden Gate Park is focusing on two complementary sets of goals. The first set is 
focused on visitor experience. The second set looks inward, focusing on practices within the Gardens.

The visitor-centered goals are focused on 
behaviors and experiences that the Gardens 
hopes to inspire in its visitors.

Visitors will understand the meaning and 
importance of biodiversity.

Objectives:

	» Emphasize the relationships between plants, 
people, animals, and the planet. (This mirrors 
the mission statement.)

	» Address issues that affect biodiversity, such as 
climate change, habitat loss, etc.

	» Explain how the loss of biodiversity affects 
other species in that habitat and the wider 
world.

	» Highlight the Gardens' role in promoting 
biodiversity. 

Visitors will learn about the climatic 
regions of the world.

Objectives:

	» Create interpretation that explains climatic 
regions.

	» Explain how San Francisco provides a 
climate similar to those regions despite being 
geographically far away.

	» Inform visitors about the ways plant 
communities—and human communities—form 
in those climatic regions. 

Visitors will have an iconic experience. 

Objectives:

	» Create a friendly, safe, and welcoming 
experience for all visitors, no matter 
their intention for that day’s visit—social, 
educational, exploratory, etc. 

	» Emphasize the “threshold experience” of 
entering the Gardens spaces.

	» Create interpretive experiences that focus on 
the Gardens as a place of joy that can inspire 
wonder, curiosity, and renewal.

	» Establish clear ways that visitors can make the 
Gardens a place for life’s milestones (weddings, 
repeating trips to the gardens with subsequent 
generations, etc.) as well as a place for more 
frequent/informal visits.

Visitors will learn about horticulture.

Objectives:

	» Explain the ideas behind horticulture and how it 
combines art, science, and culture. 

	» Include examples of how maintaining diversity 
is a key part of the Gardens' horticultural 
planning process. 

	» Celebrate the cycles and systems of plants 
to show visitors how change is a part of the 
Gardens. 

	» Create interpretation that highlights the 
intentionality of the designs. 

Visitors will learn how to successfully 
garden indoor and outside in San 
Francisco, California. 

Objectives:

	» Offer information both in person and online 
about gardening for beginning and advanced 
gardeners.

	» Explain how the microclimates of San Francisco 
affect plants.

	» State the benefits of gardening for both people 
and their immediate environement. 

Visitors will learn to see and appreciate 
their environment wherever they are.

Objectives:

	» Encourage visitors to continue looking at and 
appreciating their environment—wherever that 
may be—after their visit. 

	» Place people within the context of their 
environments—the environment is not 
“somewhere else,” your environment is 
wherever you are. 

	» Encourage visitors to think about their biophilic 
reaction and explain biophilic reaction to 
visitors who might not understand exactly what 
they are feeling in the Gardens or why they are 
feeling it.

V I S I TO R- C E N T E R E D G OA L S
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The Gardens-centered goals focus on actions by 
the Gardens.

Our storytelling will include diverse topics 
and diverse points of view, including our 
visitors’ points of view.

Objectives:

	» Use narratives that include a variety of topics 
such as science, art, cultural explanations, etc.

	» Interpret the Gardens using a variety of 
viewpoints and voices.

	» Provide ways for visitors to interact with the 
Gardens and add their own viewpoints.

	» Incorporate updateable signage to allow for 
quick changes in the interpretation.

	» Seek out docents and interpreters from a 
variety of backgrounds. 

The Gardens will create an opportunity to 
learn, not a prescription to learn. 

Objectives:

	» Create a balance of signage that is not 
overwhelming.

	» Improve wayfinding to enhance visitor 
experience without blocking the views of the 
Gardens.

	» Include changeable signage to allow for quicker 
updates or timely information in an informal 
way.

	» Include “active” signage, with suggested 
actions such as “smell this” or “compare these 
two plants” that visitors can do unfacilitated.

	» Establish a connection between what is shown/
visible and what is included in messaging. 

	» Increase in-person interpretation. 
	» Establish the Gardens as a leading expert for 

both local and national/international audiences.
	» Further expand the online presence to become 

known as a “go-to” resource for horticultural 
information.

	» Create limited signage that lets visitors know 
that there are opportunities for a content “deep 
dive” online. 

The Gardens will model horticultural 
excellence and define its style. 

Objectives:

	» Explain what decisions were made to care for 
the plants and create a beautiful place.

	» Establish an internal style guide for describing 
the Gardens/defining types of gardens.

	» Establish internal naming conventions and 
working definitions for the collections.

	» Create interpretation that stresses the 
intentionality of the designs. 

Image: Lowland Tropics; Photo Credit: Drew Bird Photography

GA R D E N S- C E N T E R E D G OA L S
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Project Givens
The Gardens of Golden Gate Park will account for 
numerous factors in implementing these plans in 
the future. It also acknowledges that additional 
factors will likely be discovered in the planning 
process. 

At present, the following project givens have been 
identified:

J U S T I C E , E Q U I T Y, D I V E R S I T Y, 
A N D I N C LU S I O N (J E D I)

Decisions will be made in accordance with the 
JEDI principles outlined in the Gardens’ governing 
documents. This includes but is not limited to:

	» Language accessibility—materials/content will 
be available in English, Spanish, Chinese, and 
Filipino.

	» Following accessibility best practices  to 
ensure that the Gardens of Golden Gate Park 
serves all audiences, including visitors who 
are blind or have low vision, visitors who are 
deaf or hard of hearing, visitors with physical 
impairments, and neurodiverse visitors.

	» Creating programming that is culturally 
relevant to the diverse communities of the San 
Francisco Bay Area. 

S U S TA I N A B L E M AT E R I A L S A N D 
FA I R P R ACT I C E S

Materials selected for use in the Gardens will meet 
the criteria for sustainable and fair trade labor 
practices. Additionally, materials will be:

	» Durable and long lasting
	» Hard to vandalize
	» Easy to update or change

P R E S E RVAT I O N O F V I E WS H E D S 
A N D N AT U R A L C H A R ACT E R

Interpretive materials within the Gardens will 
provide content without detracting from the 
experience.

	» Signage will be kept to a minimum.
	» The Gardens will place signage in locations that 

will not affect the appearance of architecture, 
plants, or the viewsheds.

	» The Gardens will consider vegetation growth 
when determining signage placement.

E X I S T I N G R E G U L AT I O N S 

The Gardens projects will comply with local, state, 
and national regulations as well as codes of the 
San Francisco Recreation and Park Department. 
This includes but is not limited to:

	» Environmental standards
	» Leasing requirements
	» Permitting requirements and public approval 

processes, including potential involvement of 
other city commissions

	» Infrastructure parameters for security, 
electrical, etc.  

Image: Drum Bridge, Japanese Tea Garden; Photo Credit: MIG
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Visitor Experience Goals

Once inside the Gardens, visitors will be 
encouraged to explore at their own pace. 
Wayfinding and identified routes will help visitors 
navigate the spaces within the Gardens while still 
providing multiple options for exploring on their 
own. Because the Gardens are always changing, 
visitors can have a unique experience on every 
visit. 

Each of the three sites within the Gardens of the 
Golden Gate Park will also have experiences that 
are unique to that particular garden. To facilitate 
these experiences, the Gardens will create 
new training programs for staff and volunteers 
interfacing with the public.

M E E T I N G V I S I TO R N E E D S

As researcher Elissa Frankle Olinsky pointed out 
in her piece Maslow in Museums, “visitors are 
brains in bodies.”1 In other words, no matter how 
much attention goes into creating experiences 
and interpretations, human bodies need to have 
certain baseline needs met before their human 
brains can truly engage with those higher-level 
activities. 

1 See Olinsky, Elissa. “Maslow in Museums.” Elissa Olinsky, 
www.frankleolinsky.com/maslow-in-museums. Accessed 
27 Oct. 2023.

As the Gardens implements this interpretive 
master plan, it is important to realize that several 
very practical concerns must be handled first 
or simultaneously. If the Gardens is to create 
an environment conducive to transformative 
experiences, education, and encourage general 
well-being for its visitors, it must first ensure that 
those visitors have access to restrooms, drinking 
water, and other basic needs.

It is imperative that these baseline visitor needs 
be met in order to successfully implement the 
goals of the interpretive master plan.

Guests are more open and available to engage 
with interpretive programming when their basic 
psychological and physiological needs are met 
(see "Hierarchy of Exceptional Guest Experience", 
page 14).

 A successful interpretive strategy relies on a 
strong foundation of material and infrastructure 
improvements. As an interpretive master 
plan, this document focuses primarily on 
interpretive strategies and messaging, with some 
recommendations for material improvements in 
the Visitor Flow section and Appendix B.

OV E R A L L V I S I TO R 
E X P E R I E N C E S G OA L S 
T H R O U G H O U T T H E GA R D E N S O F 
G O L D E N GAT E PA R K

A Threshold Experience
	» Visitors will be greeted and welcomed into the 

Gardens.
	» Staff will clearly explain relevant information 

such as admissions fees and membership 
options, any special events that day, closures, 
etc.

	» Visitors will be oriented to the space, including 
how to navigate each Garden and how to 
navigate between the three different sites.

	» Crossing over the threshold into the Gardens 
will physically remind visitors that they are now 
in a different space.

	» Interpreters within the space will be available to 
interact with visitors by answering questions or 
showing specific plants and materials. 

Immersion
	» Within each space, the Gardens will encourage 

visitors to have a sensory experience and to 
explore by looking, listening, and smelling the 
environment.

	» Official Gardens representatives (including staff 
and volunteers) will provide gentle guidance on 
what to see and where to explore, as well as 
provide basic assistance such as wayfinding.

	» Visitors will be encouraged to wander and 
explore at their own pace and to let themselves 
slow down and have a calming, recharging 
experience.

V I S I TO R E X P E R I E N C E S AT T H E 
CO N S E RVATO RY O F F LOW E R S

The smaller scale of the Conservatory of Flowers 
allows most visitors to explore the entire space 
in one visit. Its iconic building makes it easy to 
identify and it is often visited by a mix of locals 
and tourists.

Adjust to the green

	» Visitors will be encouraged to “adjust to 
the green” and take their time exploring the 
Conservatory.

	» The sheer volume of plants in the space 
can seem overwhelming. Visitors will be 
encouraged to look for specific plants based on 
their bloom cycles.

The Gardens of Golden Gate Park will create a friendly, welcoming environment for all visitors. In keeping with the mission to connect 
“people to plants, the planet, and each other,” the Gardens will be an immersive space where they can pause and slow down from the world 
outside of the Gardens. The design of each entry point threshold will help visitors connect and orient to the Gardens as a whole as well as 
the specific garden space they are visiting. 
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Pleasurable, encounters with seasonality, personalized experiences, learning through social engagement, 
connected to high interest content, variety of garden experiences, shifts in thinking about the world

Feeling socially connected, bonding and quality time with others, sense of being part of a larger community 
tradition, feeling like a good care-giver (grand/parent)

Financial ease, stress relief, restorative, sense of being in nature, nostalgia, clean gardens, perceived quality 
horticulture, perceived quality care and safety of guests

Forming meaningful connections and affinity with plants and the natural world, unexpected and new 
experiences, curiosity evoked, inspired to take action, experience is worth sharing, wanting to contribute to 
the Gardens' vision and mission

Access to food, water, restrooms,exercise, rest, shade, comfortable temperature; no exposure to violence, 
theft, weapons, pain

When PHYSICAL AND 
PSYCHOLOGICAL NEEDS are not 
met, these become detractors from 
an enjoyable and exceptional 
guest experience.

MATERIAL + 
INFRASTRUCTURE 
IMPROVEMENTS

INTERPRETIVE 
MASTER PLAN

H I E R A R C H Y O F E XC E P T I O N A L G U E S T E X P E R I E N C E

AW E

E N GAG E M E N T

B E LO N G I N G/ TO G E T H E R N E S S

P SYC H O LO G I CA L N E E D S

P H YS I O LO G I CA L , ACC E S S I B I L I T Y A N D SA F E T Y N E E D S
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V I S I TO R E X P E R I E N C E S AT T H E 
JA PA N E S E T E A GA R D E N 

Visitors are usually able to visit the Japanese 
Tea Garden in one day due to its smaller size. 
However, because it is more often visited by 
tourists and is often busy, visitors tend to follow 
what they perceive as an established route. The 
points of interest in this garden are often driven 
by bloom times and social media—for instance, 
during cherry blossom season visitors tend to go 
to the same locations shown in social media feeds 
and sometimes will leave the Garden for a specific 
photograph. 

Because this location tends to have heavy 
visitation and a smaller footprint, this can be 
a difficult space for visitors to feel as relaxed 
as they would in a less densely visited garden. 
The Gardens will explore options to expand the 
Japanese Tea Garden’s footprint and create an 
easier entry experience. 

Timed entry

	» The Gardens will explore the impacts of 
creating timed-entry ticketing for the Japanese 
Tea Garden. 

	» Timed entry could help with visitor flow issues, 
and consequently provide more opportunities 
for visitors to explore lesser-known locations 
within the Garden.

After hours events

	» Adding after hours events would provide 
attendees with an opportunity to visit when the 
garden is normally closed to the public.

	» After hours events could be either ticketed 
special events or offered as a perk of 
membership.

Prepaid entrance

	» The Gardens could open the second gate 
as an entrance for those who prepaid their 
admission. 

	» This would shorten lines at the main gate and 
provide an easier entry experience for visitors 
who had prepaid.

V I S I TO R E X P E R I E N C E S AT T H E 
B OTA N I CA L GA R D E N

Visitors to the Botanical Garden tend to be 
locals rather than tourists. As a result, visitors 
are more likely to have return visits and to see 
different spaces on different visits. Even for 
visitors who have preferred locations, each day is 
a new experience because the Gardens change 
throughout the seasons. 

A third space
	» The Gardens will create an environment that is 

a welcoming “third space” for visitors to feel at 
home in.

	» By creating a safe and welcoming environment, 
visitors will be more comfortable exploring on 
their own.

	» The Gardens will create a space where 
visitors can embrace a slower pace than the 
experience in other parts of their day.

G R O U P S

Currently, groups frequently come to the Gardens 
unannounced. This can lead to confusion about 
where to go or how to best use staff in that 
moment. As part of the new identity, branding, 
and website rollout, the Gardens can explore 
options for engaging with groups prior to their 
visit. By offering specific or more tailored 
programming and opportunities to groups who 
book their visits early, the Gardens can create 
a circumstance where it is in the group’s best 
interest to schedule their visit online or by phone.

Perks for planning ahead

	» A group tour/school tour option can be 
included with the new ticketing system.

	» Outreach to local school districts can direct 
teachers to the Gardens' website to learn about 
pre-planned options and specific activities. 

	› Options for both self-guided and facilitated 
programs can be outlined on the website.

	› Program offerings can include information 
how the plans complement curriculum needs/
standards of learning. 

	» Groups from San Francisco will still be able to 
show up unannounced because the Gardens 
are free to San Francisco residents and 
schools, however, their experiences would be 
more limited than those who planned ahead. 
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Image: Erica canaliculata; Photo Credit: San Francisco Botanical Garden
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Target Audiences
The Gardens will create a strategy to reach new audiences as well as find new ways to continue engaging with its current audience. In 
general, the new audiences fall into four broad categories: young people (including children), program attendees, niche groups, and tourists.

YO U N G E R AU D I E N C E S

20-Somethings
	» Data collection shows that Gen Z audiences 

are already engaging in a limited way in the 
Gardens, particularly at the Japanese Tea 
Garden.

	» New programs or membership offerings could 
be developed as a way to further engage with 
this specific group.

	» The Gardens can target younger audiences 
from the Bay Area, but outside of San 
Francisco

	» Additional programs or events could attract 
younger visitors to include the Gardens in their 
plans for a day in San Francisco.

	» Increasing this audience will lead to increased 
revenue as non-residents pay admission to the 
Gardens.

Families
	» Families often first experience the Gardens 

through programming run by the Gardens' staff 
such as Bean Sprouts Family Days and Story 
Time, occasionally with outside sponsors such 
as Kaiser.

	» Offering programming aimed at 
multigenerational audiences will increase the 
likelihood of one-time visitors returning or 
potentially buying an annual membership. 

College Students
	» By connecting to local colleges (such as UC 

Berkeley, SF State, USF, community colleges, 
etc.) the Gardens can grow a pool of regular 
visitors or possibly volunteers.

	» Professors of related disciples, such as 
ecology, environmental science, etc., can serve 
as a connecting point to students

	» The Gardens can foster relationships with 
on-campus clubs with interests in ecology, 
environmental science, horticulture, etc. 

V I S I TO R S TO L A R G E-S CA L E 
E V E N T S/E X H I B I T S

Popular events, such as Flower Piano at the San 
Francisco Botanical Garden, at the Gardens have 
successfully drawn significant crowds in the 
past. Coordination with organizers could lead to 
increased revenue, resource sharing, and targeted 
advertising for upcoming large and smaller-scale 
events. However, large-scale events can pose an 
issue with staffing capacity. 

N I C H E G R O U P S

There are several niche groups on which the 
Gardens could focus targeted outreach efforts.

Corporate/Non-Profit Service Groups
	» Various corporations and non-profits have 

events where employees or members work in 
the Gardens.

	» Coordinating with the hosting organization 
could allow the Gardens to offer discounted 
or free one-year memberships to expand 
their audience, encourage repeat visitation, 
and increase revenue through renewed 
memberships.

New Arrivals to the Bay Area
	» The Gardens is working with a local realtor, 

allowing for an easy way to connect with 
new residents; new residents are receiving 
memberships as part of their welcome pack.

	» The Gardens could build additional “Establish 
New Roots” events for newcomers through the 
realtor welcome packs.

	» The Gardens could develop a “third space” 
experience where new residents can meet 
informally as well as at structured events, 
giving them a chance to meet other new San 
Franciscans and learn about the Gardens.

Walking/Biking/Outdoor Groups
	» The Gardens of Golden Gate Park has 

identified several groups that could use the 
Gardens as a destination point, including 
walking groups, cyclist groups, citizen 
science organizations, and groups for outdoor 
enthusiasts.

	» The Gardens can increase visitation by 
establishing the Gardens as a safe and 
welcoming place to relax after the group 
activity. 

	» Additionally, the Gardens could potentially 
host group events, which would bring the 
participants into the Gardens’ spaces. 

Geographically Oriented Groups
	» The Gardens is exploring options for 

connecting with groups that have an interest 
in or connection to the geographic areas 
represented in the Gardens. 

TO U R I S T S

Tourists, for the most part, are "once and 
done" visitors. However, tourists who visit the 
Gardens often do so with a specific experience 
in mind, such as having tea in the Japanese Tea 
Garden. Creating easily accessed programs 
and experiences for tourists--and having those 
highlighted in guidebooks and/or websites--can 
further cultivate this audience. 



 18                                                               Gardens of Golden Gate Park  |  Interpretive Master Plan

Visitor Types
Visitors can be divided into several different 
categories based on their motivations for visiting. 
The categories below were developed by 
museum researcher John Falk to help understand 
why visitors come to museums and what they 
want.1 The Gardens will keep these visitor types in 
mind while developing and designing interpretive 
elements and visitor experiences.

E X P LO R E R S

What motivates them? 

Personal curiosity (i.e., browsers)

What do they want? 

Opportunities to browse and experience 
something new

FAC I L I TATO R S

What motivates them? 

Other people and their needs and desires (i.e., a 
parent bringing a child)

What do they want? 

Fun activities they can do together

1 See Falk, John H. Identity and the Museum Visitor Experi-
ence. Left Coast Press, 2009. 

E X P E R I E N C E-S E E K E R S

What motivates them? 

A desire to see and experience a place (i.e., 
tourists)

What do they want? 

Must-see highlights

P R O F E S S I O N A L S/H O B BY I S T S 

What motivates them? 

Specific knowledge-related goals (i.e., a scholar 
researching a specific topic)

What do they want? 

Opportunities to dive deeper into specific content

R E C H A R G E R S

What motivates them? 

A desire for a contemplative or restorative 
experience

What do they want? 

Opportunities to relax and reflect

Image: Beer Garden; Photo Credit: Drew Bird Photography
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Visitor Preferences
The Smithsonian has conducted research into 
what types of experiences visitors gravitate 
towards within exhibitions.1 Generally, visitors' 
preferences fell along four lines: 

I D E AS

Preferences: Conceptual, abstract thinking

Interpretive tools: Ideas and facts

P E O P L E

Preferences: Emotional connections

Interpretive Tools: Personal stories and firsthand 
accounts

O B J E CT S

Preferences: Visual language and aesthetics

Interpretive Tools: Objects living collections 
(such as plants), and images

P H YS I CA L

Preferences: Physical and sensory experiences

Interpretive Tools: Hands-on interactives, tactile 
models, and multisensory experiences

The Gardens will use a range of interpretive tools 
to ensure that visitors, no matter their experience 
preferences, can make meaningful connections 
with content. 
1 See Pekarik, Andrew J., et al. “IPOP: A theory of experi-
ence preference.” Curator: The Museum Journal, vol. 57, no. 
1, 2014, pp. 5–27, https://doi.org/10.1111/cura.12048. 	

Image: Visitors at the Conservatory of Flowers; Photo Credit: Drew Bird Photography
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Image: Magnolia campbelli 'Darjeeling'; Photo Credit: San Francisco Botanical Garden
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Eye-Opening Wonder
Plants are amazing. These complex living organisms have adapted 
and evolved throughout time to ensure their survival. In the process, 
they’ve built the world as we know it. Everyone should be in awe of 
what plants do. 
This awe is the best way to spark curiosity—and 
therefore engagement—with visitors. A sense of 
wonder will encourage visitors to learn more about 
plants and appreciate the fascinating ways they 
survive, thrive, and interact with their ecosystem. 
The Gardens will provide a chance to marvel at the 
wonder of plants. 

Creating a top notch visitor experience built 
on wonder and awe will encourage visitors to 
slow down and observe—to take a moment to 
really look in a way they might never have done 
before—and see how the plants function within 
their ecosystems. 

That wonder could start with something simple, 
such as appreciating the beauty of a particular 

garden space. It could be fostered by seeing the 
seasonal changes as a plant goes to full bloom. Or 
perhaps they will take a moment to stop and enjoy 
the Garden of Fragrance. 

P I Q U E D C U R I O S I T Y

The Gardens staff will use these moments of 
awe as entry points to learn more about plants. 
Interpretive experiences with in-garden staff 
will be visitor-driven. Interpretive staff within the 
gardens will be available to answer questions, 
suggest ways of viewing the plants, and 
encourage visitors to take a moment to “really 
look” and see something amazing.

Image: Nepenthes at the Conservatory of Flowers; Photo Credit: Drew Bird
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Interpretive Hierarchy
The Gardens’ interpretation is based on a big idea 
supported by key messages and critical questions. 
Creating a strong interpretive hierarchy before the 
writing process begins provides a clear direction 
for interpretive labels—which is key when the 
goal is to have as few labels as possible within the 
Gardens. 

B I G I D E A

The big idea is the overarching message that 
visitors will understand upon leaving the space. It 
is the basis for all the content presented. 

K E Y M E S SAG E S

The key messages are a small number of 
take-away statements that directly support the big 
idea. They provide a conceptual framework that 
drives content development. 

C R I T I CA L Q U E S T I O N S

The critical questions support the key messages 
and shape the educational goals for the 
experience. 

T H E M E S

Themes are narrative threads that appear in 
multiple places throughout the gardens. 

BIG IDEA

KEY MESSAGES

CRITICAL QUESTIONS
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The critical questions below are organized by 
key message.

Evolution, co-evolution, adaptation, 
and symbiotic relationships drive 
biodiversity.

	● Why do plants evolve?

	● How do plants adapt?

	● Do plants evolve in ways that are 
interdependent?

	● Do plants and animals evolve in ways that 
are interdependent?

	● How do certain plants rely on animals to 
complete their life cycles and vice versa?

	● How do evolution, adaptation, and 
symbiotic relationships drive biodiversity?

	● What is biodiversity?

	● Why is biodiversity important?

	● What happens to an ecosystem when it 
becomes less biodiverse?

	● What threatens biodiversity?

Plants are the building blocks of 
the systems that make our planet 
habitable.

	● What role do plants play in health and 
well-being? 

	● Why are plants essential to the San 
Francisco community? To other 
communities?

	● How are the plants in the Gardens essential 
to the people of San Francisco? To people 
outside San Francisco?

	● In what ways are plants helping people?

	● How do plant communities shape 
ecosystems, regions, and weather 
patterns?

	● How are plants essential to animals, 
biodiversity, and complex ecosystems?

	● How are plants essential to the health of 
the planet? 

The Gardens are constantly changing 
because plants continuously undergo 
cyclical and seasonal changes and 
respond to their environmental 
conditions. 

	● Why does the garden look different than 
the last time I was here? 

	● How do changes in the appearance of the 
Gardens and plants throughout the year 
help us connect with plants and understand 
what they're doing throughout their life 
cycle?

	● How often do the Gardens change?

	● Why do plants bloom at different times?

	● What plant/animal interactions can visitors 
observe throughout the year? 

	● How do plants respond to their 
environment? 

People and plants have a complex 
relationship: people—as individuals 
and as cultures—impact plants; plants 
also impact people.  

	● What impact do people have on plants?

	● How can I protect plants?

	● What impacts do cultural practices have on 
plants?

	● What things are being done now to reverse 
some of the damage people have inflicted 
on plants, land etc.? 

	● When people impact plants, can that cause 
a ripple effect that will also impact other 
people?

	● What cultural practices involve plants? 

	● Do different cultures treat plants differently? 

	● In what ways are plants helping people?

	● Did gardens look different in the past?

	● Do different places have different styles of 
gardens? 

	● How is the Gardens collaborating with 
different groups regarding plant practices?

	● How do we ensure our plants are ethically 
sourced?  

T H E GA R D E N S K E Y M E S SAG E S & C R I T I CA L Q U E S T I O N S

T H E GA R D E N S ' B I G I D E A

The health and well-being of people, culture, plants, animals, and the planet are all interconnected; impacts on one will affect the others.
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Plants at the Gardens thrive because 
of the unique climate conditions of this 
specific location.

	● What thrives here? Why?

	● What is the climate at the Gardens? Is it 
different than the San Francisco region’s 
climate as a whole?

	● What is a microclimate?

	● Is the fog a critical part of the microclimate?

	● Why does the Gardens have plants from all 
around the world and not only from California?

	● How does the Gardens decide what to plant in 
the gardens? 

	● How does the Gardens create a unique 
climate to house plants from around the world. 

The Gardens are designed with intention 
for each space.

	● Why does the garden look like this? Who made 
these decisions?

	● Are the gardens wild? Are there wild areas in 
the Gardens?

	● What styles are found in the Gardens?

	● Has this area always been a garden?

	● What is horticulture?

The Gardens of Golden Gate Park 
has an important role in addressing 
climate change and environmental 
sustainability.

	● What are the threats to plant biodiversity?

	● How does the Gardens protect biodiversity?

	● What is a public garden’s role in climate 
efforts? 

	● How is the Gardens educating people about 
climate change?

	● How is the Gardens helping others understand 
their impact on the planet and ecosystems?

Overarching Questions (Not tied to a 
specific key message)

	● Why do I feel good when I’m in a garden?

	● What are the roles plants play in the regions of 
their origin? As parts of their ecosystems?  
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Interpretive Strategies
Interpretive strategies are tools and techniques 
to deliver content to visitors. This includes static 
elements, such as signage; handouts, including 
brochures, maps, and guides; person-led 
interpretation, such as guided tours, public 
programs, educational/school programs, etc.; 
digital resources, including QR codes, websites, 
podcasts, etc.; and other techniques as 
appropriate. 

In general, gardens face a level of difficulty in 
creating interpretive materials for long-term 
use. The essence of a garden is change. That 
constant change is part of what makes a garden 
a wonderful experience, however, it also makes it 
difficult to determine what to highlight as plants 
change throughout the seasons and not always 
on a predictable timetable. 

Based on previous surveys, visitors have a strong 
desire for access to more plant information, 
however, digital strategies within the gardens 
(such as QR codes) were one of the lowest 
priorities for visitors. A solution here could be 
to create an easy way to access the Gardens 
content via the website. Links to resources could 
be included in emails sent when visitors buy 
admission or memberships online.

Another top concern of visitors is wayfinding—a 
concern that can be handled more easily with 
permanent signage for unchanging elements, 
such as paths to different gardens and exits. 

A variety of interpretive strategies will be 
employed across all of the gardens, and the 
individual sites will also use location specific 
strategies.

I N T E R P R E TAT I V E S T R AT E G I E S 
FO R A L L GA R D E N S

Signage

	» In general, signage should be minimal. The 
focus should remain on the gardens, not the 
signs.

	» New wayfinding signage will have a cohesive 
look across all three garden sites.

	» Introductory signage located at entry points 
will help orient visitors and provide overview 
information before they enter the Gardens. 

	» Annual thematic signage could be produced 
for year-long themes that connect the three 
spaces.

In Person Interpretation

	» There is a strong desire to create programs on 
ethnobotany and cultural connections to the 
plants on display. This will require outreach to 
appropriate experts and communities.

	» Rovers (roving interpreters) informally provide 
information about the Gardens, plants, and 
unexpected treasures. Expanding the rover 
program will require additional training and 
additional staffing.

	» Interpretive stations offer thematic, hands-on 
educational experiences within the Gardens. 

	» Tours are available to the general public and for 
private groups.

Digital Presence

	» The Garden Explorer website is only available 
for the Botanical Garden but could be 
expanded across all three sites. 

I N T E R P R E TAT I V E S T R AT E G I E S 
FO R A L L GA R D E N S

The following three tables outline interpretive 
strategies for each of the three gardens. The 
strategies, including ones already defined as 
successful, will be reviewed periodically for 
continued improvements.

Image: Garden Camp Lead; Photo Credit: San Francisco Botanical 
Garden
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CO N S E RVATO RY O F F LOW E R S

STR ATEGY
WELL-ESTABLISHED 

INTERPRETIVE 
STRATEGIES  

CURRENTLY IN PL ACE, 
BUT WITH IDENTIFIED 

CHANGES TO BE 
IMPLEMENTED IN THE 

FUTURE

NEW INTERPRETIVE 
STR ATEGIES TO BE 

IMPLEMENTED IN THE 
IN THE FUTURE

NOTES

SIGNAGE: PERMANENT 
(WAYFINDING) X

SIGNAGE: PERMANENT 
(INTERPRETIVE AND OPERATIONAL 
INFORMATION)

X

SIGNAGE: TEMPORARY X Includes updatable signage (such as chalkboards) and could include QR codes and 
other easily implemented temporary signage

SIGNAGE: CROSS-GARDEN 
SEASONAL THEMATIC X

TOURS: AUDIO AND/OR AUDIO-
VISUAL TOURS X Audience research will determine effectiveness and needed improvements, including 

transcription needs for non-hearing audiences. 

TOURS: SELF-GUIDED X The Gardens need to evaluate the best options (physical handout, digital, etc.) to offer a 
self-guided tour. 

INTERPRETIVE STATIONS X
Interpreters provide visitors with hands-on learning opportunities and on-on-one 
interactions. Staff will confirm cart conforms to access standards for height/toe 
clearance/etc. as appropriate.

ROVERS X Rovers currently facilitate interpretation at this site. 

GARDEN EXPLORER WEBSITE X In the future, the Conservatory of Flowers could be added into the Botanical Garden’s 
Garden Explorer website. 
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JA PA N E S E T E A GA R D E N

STR ATEGY
WELL-ESTABLISHED 

INTERPRETIVE 
STRATEGIES  

CURRENTLY IN PL ACE, 
BUT WITH IDENTIFIED 

CHANGES TO BE 
IMPLEMENTED IN THE 

FUTURE

NEW INTERPRETIVE 
STR ATEGIES TO BE 

IMPLEMENTED IN THE 
IN THE FUTURE

NOTES

SIGNAGE: WITHIN THE GARDEN 
(EXTREMELY LIMITED) X

The Japanese Tea Garden must maintain the limit on the signage within the garden 
space, however, the exact placement of the signage and exact text can be reevaluated 
in the future.  

SIGNAGE: INTRODUCTORY OUTSIDE 
THE GARDEN X

Exterior signage could explain the lack of signage inside the garden, offers a place to 
address inaccuracies in the bronze plaques, and provide an opportunity to address 
related content and/or cross-Garden temporary seasonal signage. 

SIGNAGE: CROSS-GARDEN 
SEASONAL THEMATIC X Signage can be implemented for specific thematic interpretation across all the sites (at 

the Japanese Tea Garden, this could be at outside signage).

TOURS: 3RD PARTY X The Gardens would like to expand its partnership with City Guides to integrate specific 
content into the tours and/or augment the 3rd party tours with staff-led tours.

TOURS: AFTER HOURS X The Gardens need to develop capacity before moving forward with this option. 

TOURS: SELF-GUIDED X The Gardens need to evaluate the best options (physical handout, digital, etc.) to offer a 
self-guided tour. 

ROVERS (UNOFFICIAL DUTY AT 
PRESENT) X

Currently garden staff serve as unofficial rovers by answering visitors questions when 
asked, however, this is not a part of their official job or covered by their current training; 
the Gardens would like to build an official rover program in the future.

GARDEN EXPLORER WEBSITE X In the future, the Japanese Tea Garden could be added into the Botanical Garden’s 
Garden Explorer website. 
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SA N F R A N C I S CO B OTA N I CA L GA R D E N

STR ATEGY
WELL-ESTABLISHED 

INTERPRETIVE 
STRATEGIES 

CURRENTLY IN PL ACE, 
BUT WITH IDENTIFIED 

CHANGES TO BE 
IMPLEMENTED IN THE 

FUTURE

NEW INTERPRETIVE 
STR ATEGIES TO BE 

IMPLEMENTED IN THE 
IN THE FUTURE

NOTES

SIGNAGE: ENTRANCE X

SIGNAGE: WAYFINDING X

SIGNAGE: INTERPRETIVE X Permanent signage can be installed to display interpretive information that will not 
change. The Gardens intend to keep all signage in the Garden spaces minimal.

SIGNAGE: TEMPORARY X Temporary signage could address specific short-term needs.

SIGNAGE: CROSS-GARDEN 
SEASONAL THEMATIC X

Signage can be implemented for specific thematic interpretation across all Garden sites. 
Within the Botanical Garden, some annual events, such as the magnolia bloom, already 
make use of temporary seasonal signage. 

TOURS: PUBLIC (FREE) X The Gardens will perform a general assessment to determine what is working and what 
can improve. This could require a potential shift in staffing.

TOURS: PRIVATE (PAID) X This is currently done by small pool of volunteers; expanding the program could require 
additional staffing to conduct tours.

TOURS: SELF-GUIDED X The Gardens need to evaluate the best options (physical handout, digital, etc.) to offer a 
self-guided tour. 

INTERPRETATIVE STATIONS X This program existed pre-pandemic. It is currently very limited, but volunteers focused 
on this in recent training. 

ROVERS X This role evolved during the pandemic. In the future this position will be formalized, and 
training will be provided.

GARDEN EXPLORER WEBSITE X
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Image: Girl with Philodendron Leaf; Photo Credit: Conservatory of Flowers
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K E Y
Vehicular Traffic Corridor

Bus Route

Free Shuttle

SFMTA Bike Route

Pedestrian Zone

Underground parking
Planned Park Entrance 
Improvements
Accessible Parking

Entry + Exit Point

Exit Only Point

Existing Visitor Flow
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Visitor Flow Enhancements
Visitor flow refers to the ways visitors move 
through and between the Gardens. This section 
includes considerations of arrival threshold 
experiences, wayfinding and circulation. Creating 
legible and accessible visitor flow helps to meet 
the physical and psychological needs that allow 
visitors to engage with interpretive materials and 
messages.

As a part of the IMP process, we conducted a 
series of two in-person visitor studies to better 
understand the experiences and expectations of 
visitors to the Gardens. The first study, Front-End 
Study 1 (see Appendix C), engaged with 150 
Golden Gate Park visitors outside the Gardens in 
adjacent parts of the park. This study indicated 
that a primary reason why visitors to the park may 
not visit the Gardens is that they perceive the park 
itself as a garden and so find it unnecessary to go 
into ticketed spaces. This study also indicated that 
parents of young children do not know whether 
the Gardens are child friendly, and that many 
Golden Gate Park visitors do not know that the 
Gardens have merged organizationally and can be 
accessed with a single ticket. To address these 
barriers, we propose enhanced entry experiences 
to announce the unique qualities of the Gardens, a 
cohesive approach to wayfinding signage, and an 
updated map that ties all three gardens together. 

A R R I VA L T H R E S H O L D S

Arrival thresholds refer to key entrances to the 
Gardens, and the site design strategies that 
support the threshold experience outlined in 
the Visitor Goals section of this document. This 

includes the material conditions of the external 
environment and the way in which those materials 
transition to the internal ticketed spaces. A strong 
arrival threshold announces the Gardens to 
people passing through and visiting other parts 
of Golden Gate Park. It includes signage which 
invites people in and orients them to both the 
overall interpretive messaging and the circulation 
opportunities within the Gardens. 

Consistent arrival thresholds will help the Gardens 
to read as a continuous experience and a single 
entity even though they are not geographically 
contiguous. The conceptual framework of "Extend 
- Connect - Enhance" encapsulates the primary 
goals of the Gardens arrival thresholds. See pages 
33-36 for threshold locations and conceptual 
design approaches.

Arrival Threshold Components

	» Extend

	› Extend the threshold materials announcing 
the Gardens along the sidewalk and across 
the adjacent streets

	» Connect 

	› Use consistent paving across all three sites 
and at each key entrance

	› Provide accessible and inclusive wayfinding 
signage that helps visitors navigate between 
each of the three gardens.

	» Enhance

	› Utilize planting design associated with the 
individual gardens outside the ticketed areas 
of each key arrival threshold.

WAY F I N D I N G 

Wayfinding signage and maps help visitors 
navigate the Gardens. Currently, wayfinding maps 
for the Japanese Tea Garden and San Francisco 
Botanical Garden are out of date and provide 
inadequate or confusing information. Wayfinding 
signage is inadequate in all three Gardens, making 
them confusing to navigate for visitors who are not 
already familiar with the spaces. Additionally, each 
Garden has a different approach to wayfinding, 
lacking the cohesive branding and consistent 
messaging that would allow the Gardens to read 
as a single entity.

In accordance with the Vision of the Gardens 
Strategic Plan "All people have access to 
beautiful public gardens and experience the 
intrinsic value of plants to life and culture for 
a healthy community and planet," wayfinding 
signage should meet best practices for 
accessibility and legibility. This includes the 
2010 ADA Accessibility Standards, the California 
Standards Building Code and the Architectural 
Barriers Act Standards as well as San Francisco's 
Language Access Ordinance. 

Wayfinding signage should be developed in 
tandem with maps and other support materials 
that help guide visitors through the site(s). To 

meet best practices for accessibility and inclusion, 
all printed and audio materials should be provided 
in multiple languages and multiple formats (eg., 
if an audio tour is provided, a transcript should 
also be available for those who are Deaf or Heard 
of Hearing). When using braille, tactile letters, or 
tactile maps, it's recommended to work with an 
organization such as Lighthouse for the Blind to 
ensure legibility. Where roads and paths have 
slopes that do not meet accessibility standards, 
wayfinding signage may include information to 
help visitors anticipate the level of effort required 
to move between and within the Gardens.

External Wayfinding (between Gardens)

Wayfinding nodes or signage between the three 
gardens help orient and direct visitors. These 
nodes should be located at key points where 
visitors may become lost or make a wrong turn 
and should meet best practices for accessible 
pedestrian scale signage. See the map on page 
33 for proposed wayfinding signage locations. 
Each arrival threshold should include a point of 
entry sign with a map that orients visitors to the 
specific Garden they are entering and the route 
between the Gardens. Child-friendly spaces and 
activities can be highlighted on these maps to 
explicitly encourage families to visit the Gardens. 
These point of entry signs should also include 
a narrative orientation to the specific Garden 
which ties into the interpretive themes and Key 
Messages highlighted in that garden.
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Image: The Conservatory of Flowers has a striking formal entrance through Conservatory Valley; Photo Credit: Kelly Mason

Internal Wayfinding (within individual 
Gardens)

Internal wayfinding should be relatively minimal, 
especially in the Japanese Tea Garden. Signage 
should be responsive to the specific garden 
aesthetic as well as the location within the garden 
but also accord with the overall Gardens branding.  
In the Conservatory of Flowers and SF Botanical 
Garden, internal signage should include both 
directional and location-based signs (e.g., letting 
people know when they are passing through 
an internal threshold to enter a specific themed 
garden, as well as the direction to the closest 
restroom).

In addition to signage, wayfinding can be improved 
by communicating path hierarchy through material 
usage and path widths, as well as developing 
a system of named paths for the SF Botanical 
Garden. 
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Pedestrian Zone

Public Restroom

Recommended Future 
Restrooms

Connections to other gardens

Primary circulation  between 
gardens
Secondary circulation  
between gardens

Entry Signage

Wayfinding Signage

Arrival Threshold Experience

Program Entrance

K E Y

Wayfinding and 
Threshold Experiences
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EXTEN
D

EXTEN
D

CONNECT

CONNECT

ENHANCEENHANCE

	» Extend the threshold materials 
announcing the Gardens along the 
sidewalk and across the adjacent 
streets

Consider specialty crosswalks/mural to 
announce the Gardens.

	» Use consistent paving across all 
three sites and at each key entrance

	» Provide accessible and inclusive 
wayfinding signage that helps 
visitors navigate between each of 
the three gardens.

Consider a mix of specialty paving and 
signage to guide visitors to the most 
comfortable entry route.

	» Utilize planting design associated 
with the individual gardens outside 
the ticketed areas of each key arrival 
threshold.

Utilize temporary signage or displays to 
highlight the Conservatory of Flowers.

Recommended wayfinding 
signage locations

EXTENDEXTEND

ENHANCEENHANCE

CONNECTCONNECT

Conservatory of 
Flowers
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	» Extend the threshold materials 
announcing the Gardens along the 
sidewalk and across the adjacent 
streets

Consider specialty crosswalks to 
announce the Gardens.

	» Use consistent paving across all 
three sites and at each key entrance

	» Provide accessible and inclusive 
wayfinding signage that helps 
visitors navigate between each of 
the three gardens.

Consider a mix of specialty paving 
and signage to guide visitors to the 
entrance.

	» Utilize planting design associated 
with the individual gardens outside 
the ticketed areas of each key arrival 
threshold.

Consider Japanese Tea Garden style 
plantings to help with wayfinding 
between the Japanese Tea Garden and 
San Francisco Botanical Garden.

Recommended wayfinding 
signage locations

EXTENDEXTEND

ENHANCEENHANCE

CONNECTCONNECT

Japanese Tea 
Garden
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	» Extend the threshold materials 
announcing the Gardens along the 
sidewalk and across the adjacent 
streets

Consider a specialty crosswalk to 
announce the Gardens.

	» Use consistent paving across all 
three sites and at each key entrance

	» Provide accessible and inclusive 
wayfinding signage that helps 
visitors navigate between each of 
the three gardens.

Consider a mix of specialty paving 
and signage to pull visitors in to the 
entrance.

	» Utilize planting design associated 
with the individual gardens outside 
the ticketed areas of each key arrival 
threshold.

Consider plantings and materials 
that highlight the unique quality 
and presence of the San Francisco 
Botanical Garden.

Recommended wayfinding 
signage locations

EXTENDEXTEND

ENHANCEENHANCE

CONNECTCONNECT

San Francisco 
Botanical 
Garden
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Circulation Priorities and Path Hierarchy
I N T E R N A L C I R C U L AT I O N 
P R I O R I T I E S A N D V I S I TO R 
CO M FO R T I M P R OV E M E N T S

Each of the three gardens presents a unique 
challenge in terms of circulation and access. 
Barrier removal is high priority to meet the vision 
of the Gardens' and facilitate opportunities for 
communicating the content of the Interpretive 
Master Plan. Both the Japanese Tea Garden 
and the San Francisco Botanical Garden require 
improvements to internal paths to meet access 
goals and planning is already in process. 
Routes shown in the following diagrams are 
conceptual and should be evaluated based on the 
outcomes of the barrier removal plan. Circulation 
improvements should be paired with interpretation 
and visitor comfort features, such as seating and 
waste receptacles, to create enhanced paths that 
provide ideal opportunities for interpretation and 
engagement.

Conservatory of Flowers

The Conservatory of Flowers is internally 
accessible but could be served by pathway 
improvements and wayfinding through 
Conservatory Valley as shown in the map on page 
34.

Japanese Tea Garden

The Japanese Tea Garden is set on a hillside 
and is a historic landscape which poses some 

constraints on circulation. A priority project should 
be to establish one primary route which minimizes 
pathway slopes and stairs.

San Francisco Botanical Garden

The San Francisco Botanical Garden should 
have primary route(s) which minimize pathway 
slopes and access barriers. These routes should 
have regular opportunities for seating and waste 
receptacles as described in Appendix B and allow 
visitors the opportunity to encounter interpretive 
signage. Seating opportunities along primary 
accessible routes should provide adjacent 
companion seating for wheelchair users, as 
recommended in ADA outdoor standards.

The final design of the primary route(s) should 
consider the layout of gardens and plant material 
to enhance the immersive experience described 
in the Visitor Experience Goals section starting on 
page 13 of this document. When the path passes 
through a garden, rather than between gardens, 
it allows improved opportunities for an immersive 
experience and clearer interpretive signage.

To enhance those opportunities, the primary 
route(s) can either be directed through gardens, 
or plant material can be shifted over time to tie 
both sides of the path together in a continuous 
experience. Where paths need to be extended 
to meet accessibility standards, they can be 
rerouted through gardens to increase immersive 
opportunities.

Front-End Study 2 (See Appendix C) indicates that 
improving access to restrooms could significantly 
improve the SFBG visitor experience. 

The diagram on page 41 shows a conceptual 
layout of three routes and additional restroom 
locations.

Naming roads and paths within the SFBG could 
enhance wayfinding and be an opportunity to 
incorporate interpretive messages.
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Themes are narrative threads that appear 
in multiple places throughout the Gardens. 
Subthemes provide opportunities for a more 
specialized interpretive focus. Since the 
Gardens are spatially separated, stylistically 
distinct, and represent varying horticultural 
approaches, recurring themes can provide 
a useful framework for tying the Gardens 
together through interpretation.  

These interpretive garden themes were 
developed through workshops with the 
Gardens of Golden Gate Park Interpretive 
Planning Committee and tested with Gardens 
visitors during Front-End Study 2 (See 
Appendix C). The study included in person 
interviews with 183 people within the Gardens 
to understand their motivations for visiting, 
which interpretive themes they would be 
most interested in learning more about, and 

why. In addition to selecting from the four 
themes developed by the Interpretive Planning 
Committee, visitors also had the opportunity to 
suggest new themes that would be of greater 
interest to them. 

In general, visitors were not interested in 
excessive signage, implying themes could 
better be addressed through other approaches 
to interpretation such as docent led tours. The 
one exception to this is visitors to the Japanese 
Tea Garden who expressed a strong interest in 
signage addressing the cultural and historical 
significance of the Garden.

Visitors expressed the strongest interest in the 
following themes:

	» Visitors to the Conservatory of Flowers 
expressed the strongest interest 
in "Biodiversity" and "Human-Plant 
Relationships."

	» Visitors to the Japanese Tea Garden 
expressed the strongest interest in "Human-
Plant Relationships" and "Taking Care of this 
Place."

	» Visitors to the San Francisco Botanical 
Garden expressed the strongest interest 
in "Biodiversity" and "Human-Plant 
Relationships."

B I O D I V E R S I T Y 

	› Biogeography
	› Conservation
	› Community Ecology 
	› Evolution/Adaptation 

	» Storyline 1: This is a plant refuge.
	» Storyline 2: The world is bigger and more 

diverse than you imagine.

C L I M AT E

	› Climate Change
	› Cycles/Seasonality
	› Microclimates/San Francisco Climate

	» Storyline 1: Convergent evolution occurs in 
similar climatic regions.

	» Storyline 2: Unique plant combinations grow 
here that wouldn't grow anywhere else.

H U M A N - P L A N T  R E L A T I O N S H I P 

	› Agriculture
	› Culture
	› Ethnobotany
	› Health/Well-Being
	› History 
	› Horticulture

	» Storyline 1: Slow down, there are surprises.
	» Storyline 2: Plants are a part of our lives in 

many ways that we're not thinking about.

TA K I N G  C A R E  O F  T H I S  P L A C E

	› Design
	› Geography/Place
	› History  
	› Sustainability/Sustainable Gardening

	» Storyline 1: Stewardship is a reflection of 
values.

	» Storyline 2: Gardens are constantly changing 
through intimate relationship of people with 
that space.

A C

B

D

Themes

Key Map

San Francisco Botanical Garden

Japanese Tea Garden

Conservatory of Flowers

T H E M E S A N D S U B T H E M E S
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Enhanced path

One-way circulation 
during busy events

K E Y

Internal Visitor Flow and Themes

Conservatory of 
Flowers
K E Y T H E M E S: 

•	 Biodiversity

•	 Human Plant Relationships
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Enhanced path
Unenhanced path
Priority for 
enhancements

K E Y

Internal Visitor Flow and Themes

Japanese Tea 
Garden

K E Y T H E M E S: 

•	 Human Plant 
Relationships

•	 Taking Care of this 
Place
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Enhanced path
Unenhanced path
Priority for 
enhancements

K E Y

Distance as loop  
~3/4 miles or 24 minutes at 30 minutes/mile

Distance as loop with A  
~ 1 miles or 30 minutes at 30 minutes/ mile

Distance as loop with A  
~ 1 1/2 miles or 45 minutes at 30 minutes/ mile

Internal Visitor Flow and Themes

San Francisco 
Botanical 
Garden
K E Y T H E M E S: 

•	 Biodiversity

•	 Human Plant Relationships
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Image: Mediterranean Garden; Photo Credit: San Francisco Botanical Garden
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Unifying Elements
Unifying elements help ensure that visitors have a 
cohesive experience throughout all the Gardens 
spaces. This could include using consistent 
interpretative and design approaches.

The following unifying elements have been 
identified for the Gardens:

	» Branding and online presence
	» Wayfinding signage and trails
	» Welcome experience 

	› Admissions
	› Orientation

	» Consistent threshold experiences at each entry 
point (See pages 33-36)

	» Entry markers
	» Identification of official personnel (staff, 

docents, volunteers, etc.)

	› Uniforms
	› Name tags
	› Identifying gear could include both “Gardens 
of Golden Gate Park” and the name of the 
specific garden

	» Signage
	» Digital educational experience

Image: Volunteer at the Conservatory of Flowers; Photo Credit: Richard Tauber
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Related Programming
Related programming, such as guided tours, 
educational programs, panel discussions, film 
screenings, special events, etc. provide ways 
to connect with visitors and provide additional 
content. 

L A N D I N G S I T E

Teachers engaging with the Gardens could be 
directed to a website landing page that outlines 
the opportunities and challenges at each site, 
provides a way to reserve an admission time, 
self-guided activities for their visit, an opportunity 
to request an interpreter for the visit, and includes 
materials that could be used before or after the 
visit.

Materials should be available in English, Spanish, 
Chinese, and Tagalog. 

A D D I T I O N A L S TA F F I N G A N D 
T R A I N I N G

Restarting programs after the pandemic and/
or creating new programs for the Gardens will 
require additional staff. 

School programs tend to be held on weekday 
mornings, which is a particularly difficult time to 
find volunteers. Finding multilingual volunteers 
is also a challenge. Moving toward paid staff 
or interns receiving credits or stipends would 
create a reliable pool of interpreters. Students 
from nearby colleges studying subjects 
related to the Gardens or education/early 
childhood development could provide year-long 
commitments for school programs, ensuring that 

there would be enough guides for classes (the 
usual ratio of guides is 3 for a class of 22). 

All staff, both new and existing, interacting with 
the public will need updated training specific to 
the types of engagements they lead. The skills 
needed to be a successful rover are significantly 
different than the skills needed to run a facilitated 
school program. 

E X I S T I N G P R O G R A M M I N G

The following programming has been in 
place—with the exception of pandemic-related 
stoppages—with varying degrees of success. 
Before the pandemic, there was a robust program 
for younger children in preschool through 5th 
grade. During the pandemic, family engagement 
grew significantly as the Gardens were one of the 
public spaces families could safely venture into. 
As the Gardens move forward it will be necessary 
to reevaluate the programs and determine which 
programs need to be restructured.

Youth and Family Programming

Botanical Garden

	» Outdoor education and ecoliteracy 
enhancement

	» Garden Camp
	» Nature Detectives Guided Walks
	» Interpretive stations
	» Bean Sprouts Family Days
	» Summer Sprouts for Groups

Conservatory of Flowers

	» Tropical Trekkers activity book

Educational/School Group/Teacher 
Programming

Conservatory of Flowers

	» Rainforest Adaptations program
	» Interpretive Stations for school groups
	» Private tours

Japanese Tea Garden 

	» Teachers frequently develop their own 
programs/activities for the Japanese Tea 
Garden, often focusing on Japanese culture, 
language, arts, etc. 

Botanical Garden

	» Children’s Garden School Program 
	» Nature Detectives Guided Walks
	» Teacher-led visits
	» Garden After School
	» Preschool Adventure Kits
	» Internship training
	» Science in the Park Teacher Training

Public Programming

Conservatory of Flowers

	» Interpretive stations

Japanese Tea Garden 

	» City Guide Tours

Botanical Garden

	» Tours, public and private
	» Seasonal outreach
	» Workshops and lectures

Private Events

	» Weddings
	» Memorials 
	» Rented events 

Large-Scale Events/Seasonal Occurrences 

Conservatory of Flowers

	» Corpse Flower

Botanical Garden

	» Magnolia season

	› The size and number of magnolias makes this 
particularly successful—magnolias are easy 
to see and therefore easy for visitors to make 
a connection with the plants. 

	» Flower Piano
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F U T U R E P R O G R A M M I N G

Combined Programming Across the 
Gardens of Golden Gate Park

	» Multi-garden pass
	» Combined map/brochure
	» Sensory-driven experiences
	» Thematic “seasons”

	› One theme can be selected for exploration 
across all three sites

	› Limited temporary signage could focus on 
the specific theme throughout the sites

	› A unified design would link the sites visually; 
the unified theme would link the content

	› Themes would be changed on a regular 
schedule (for example, annually, or every 18 
months, etc.)

	» Guided tour of all three sites, this would 
potentially include a break for lunch if it was 
more than a half-day tour

I N C LU S I V E I N T E R P R E TAT I O N 
W I T H PA R T N E R 
O R GA N I Z AT I O N S

In section 5.3 of the strategic plan, the Gardens 
identify a plan to partner with other organizations.

“Partner with cultural, environmental, and 
scientific institutions for enhanced programs 
and outcomes; and partner with performing 
arts organizations to offer performances in the 
Gardens."

The Gardens has already begun reaching out to 
and partnering with organizations and institutions. 
While not exhaustive, organizations currently 
engaged include:

	» The American Indian Cultural District 
	» The de Young Museum
	» California Academy of Sciences
	» Japanese Consulate
	» Friends of the Japanese Tea Garden 
	» Mexican Museum

In the next phases of development, the Gardens 
will need to formalize these partnerships with 
MOUs. The Gardens would like to work with these 
organizations to develop the content of these 
programs to ensure accuracy of information and 
a varied approach to storytelling and inclusion of 
multiple points of view. Staff will continue to reach 
out to additional  organizations to gauge interest 
in creating programming. The engagement 
levels and techniques described in the section 
“Developing Interpretive Stories Through 
Partnership” on page 7 of this document can 
help guide the development of robust and lasting 
partnerships.

Image: Van-Anh Nguyen at Flower Piano; Photo Credit: San Francisco Botanical Garden
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Digital Outreach
Digital materials include materials that visitors 
can access on their personal devices, such as 
smart phones, tablets, and computers. Digital 
engagement in a garden setting can have uneven 
results. On one hand, visitors can easily find 
maps and additional information while on site. 
On the other, some visitors might want to use the 
Gardens for a “tech break” and therefore not want 
to use a device at all. In order to straddle these 
two perspectives, the Gardens will develop robust 
digital offerings that can also be used off-site 
before or after a visit.

S H A R E D D I G I TA L R E S O U R C E S 
TO B E D E V E LO P E D

	» Welcome Email / Newsletters
	» Garden Explorer
	» Podcasts
	» Social Media

C U R R E N T D I G I TA L O U T R E AC H

Conservatory of Flowers

	» Audio tour
	» Virtual tour
	» What’s in Bloom?

Botanical Garden

	» Resources for all ages

	› Garden Explorer
	› Our Gardens

	› QR codes
	› San Francisco Botanical Garden Visitor 
Discovery Map

	» Resources for youth

	› Children’s Garden map and activity cards
	› Nature Detective teacher materials 
	› Self-guided tour resources
	› Other materials currently being reformatted 
for digital use

Helen Crocker Russel Library of 
Horticulture Digital Resources

	» Library Homepage
	» Searchable Library Catalog
	» eBook Access
	» Subject Guides
	» Children’s Subject Guides
	» Virtual / Online Story Time Program Recordings 

Image: Beer Garden; Photo Credit: Drew Bird Photography
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Benchmarks for Success
Establishing benchmarks for success at the 
start of a new project provides an opportunity 
to measure its success. Periodic review of the 
benchmarks can also provide a chance to see 
what might need additional tweaks to make 
it more successful. Benchmarks can include 
quantitative and qualitative outcomes. Front-end, 
formative, and summative evaluation can help 
measure these outcomes.

Overall Benchmarks 

	» Deliver the Gardens of Golden Gate Park 
mission:

	› Deliver on key questions 
	› Deliver on visions and values 
	› Deliver consistently high quality experience 
for visitors.

	» Increase in revenue
	» Increase in visitation
	» Sustained growth of programs and digital 

products
	» Creation of guidelines and structure for how to 

move forward
	» Increase in number of memberships 
	» Establish internal shared goals (immediate, 

mid-term, long-term)

Content

	» Maintain sustainable content 

	› Digital content remains active; live links 
routinely tested to ensure functionality

	› Signage does not require updating and that 
withstands the elements 

	» Identify stories and their locations throughout 
the Gardens

	» Establish guidelines for what stories to include 
and where

Funding

	» Identify funding opportunities
	» Increase funding from individuals and 

institutions

Identity and Recognition

	» Increase in coverage in media, news, and social 
media

	» Increase in the number mentions of the name 
“Gardens of Golden Gate Park” in media, news, 
and social media

	» Continued use of the individual garden names 
	» Greater knowledge of the Gardens in the 

community

Partnerships 

	» Establish MOUs with partner organizations
	» Develop new partnerships throughout the Bay 

Area 
	» Develop partnerships with inclusive 

organizations to reach new audiences
	» Identify the mutual needs of partner 

organizations to maintain the initial level of 
engagement 

Programming

	» Develop annual planning document for known 
events and cycles; include opportunities for 
new/experimental ideas

	» Develop annual cycle for repeatable programs
	» Increase the number of repeatable events/

programs 
	» Develop programs robust enough to survive 

staffing changes
	» Return programs to pre-pandemic levels

Staffing and Training 

	» Increased staffing
	» Update training for new roles and programs
	» Identify roles best suited for paid staff vs. 

volunteer staff 

Visitor Engagement and Visitor Experience

	» Develop evaluation strategy and plan for 
discontinuing or restructuring unsuccessful 
programs

	» Increase the diversity of visitors 
	» Increase the number of first-time visitors
	» Increase visitor to member conversion rate
	» Increase the number of repeat visitors 
	» Establish regular visitor survey practices
	» Deeper questions from visitors relating to 

content
	» Better understanding by the public that the 

Gardens have something for everyone 

Image: Japanese Tea Garden; Photo Credit: MIG
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Implementation Plan*
PROJ ECT / LOCATI O N SCO PE D ESC R I PTI O N GOALS

WAYFINDING SYSTEM 
AND SIGNAGE PLAN

Circulation route through 
Golden Gate Park and within 
each of the three Gardens

Plan, Design

Design development of a consistent wayfinding plan for and between each 
of the three gardens, including primary route selection and highlevel signage 
design. Wayfinding signage should meet best practices for accessibility 
according to current standards and regulations and be comprehensible to 
visitors with a wide array of linguistic and cultural backgrounds.

	» Develop and design wayfinding signage that is accessible and 
comprehensible to a wide range of users

	» Develop a detailed signage plan that takes into account key 
wayfinding nodes to help guide Gardens visitors

	» Create a unified wayfinding system that incorporates updated 
branding and current best practices across all three gardens

WAYFINDING MAP

Circulation route through 
Golden Gate Park and within 
each of the three Gardens

Design

Design and development of a single printable and digital map that guides 
visitors through and between each of the three Gardens. The map should 
consider accessibility and inclusion in both digital and print media to reach 
and support a wide array of visitors.

	» Help visitors navigate from one garden to the others
	» Help visitors navigate within individual Gardens

GARDENS POINT OF 
ENTRY SIGNAGE

Key arrival thresholds at 
each of the three Gardens

Design, Implementation

Development wayfinding nodes, signage and a circulation map to help 
guide visitors as they move between the gardens. The signs should take 
into account accessibility and inclusion to reach and support a wide array of 
visitors.

	» Introduce visitors to the Gardens
	» Welcome a wide array of visitors from diverse backgrounds and 

with diverse abilities

WAYFINDING SIGNAGE

Within each of the three 
Gardens

Design, Implementation
Detailed wayfinding signage design and installation at each of the three 
Gardens, consistent with the branding and overall wayfinding system 
designed for the Gardens of Golden Gate Park. 

	» Help visitors navigate through the Gardens

INTERPRETIVE SIGNAGE 
STANDARDS

Standards for GGGP, 
adjusted for each of the 
three Gardens

Detailed Design

Develop detailed interpretive signage standards consistent with updated 
Gardens branding. Signage styles should be consistent across all three 
Gardens, with some adjustment to highlight the unique character of each 
garden. The signs should take into account best practices for accessibility 
and inclusion to reach and support a wide array of visitors.

	» Create a unified interpretive signage system that incorporates 
updated branding and current best practices across all three 
gardens

INTERPRETIVE SIGNAGE

Within each of the three 
Gardens

Exhibit Development, 
Design, Implementation

Develop detailed interpretive messaging and signage for each exhibit 
within the Gardens. Interpretive signage may highlight specific thematic 
loops. Interpretive signage upgrades should be paired with circulation 
improvements to ensure key exhibits are accessible to a wide variety of 
users. 

	» Provide interpretive signage that is consistent with the IMP 
content and messaging

	» Ensure that the interpretive signage and highlighted exhibits are 
accessible to all users

VISITOR SERVICES 
IMPROVEMENTS

Gardens of Golden Gate Park
Administration, Management

Addition of a dedicated staff person to manage docents/educators/
rovers. The new staff person will manage training/cross-training across the 
Gardens, establish schedules, and maintain communications with visitors 
services staff. If appropriate, this staff member may also develop/maintain 
relationships with educational institutions providing credit for internships or 
independent studies at the Gardens. 

	» Coordinated messaging across all three Gardens
	» Support for existing docent/educational programs

WAY F I N D I N G A N D I N T E R P R E TAT I O N

* See Appendix A for project subcomponents, phasing, cost, and duration.
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PROJ ECT / LOCATI O N SCO PE D ESC R I PTI O N GOALS

THRESHOLD ENTRY 
EXPERIENCE

Key arrival thresholds at 
each of the three Gardens

Design, Implementation

Development of conceptual designs through construction to enhance and 
upgrade the entry experiences at all three gardens. The outcome of this 
project will be unified, iconic, and accessible entrances that orient and 
welcome visitors to the Gardens.

	» Increase awareness of and attraction to the Gardens for 
passersby

	» Welcome and orient visitors
	» Create a unified entry experience to the Gardens 
	» Implement branding across all three sites

PROJ ECT / LOCATI O N SCO PE D ESC R I PTI O N GOALS
ADA TRANSITION PLAN

Within each of the three 
Gardens

Plan Survey and analysis of barriers to accessibility in each of the three gardens. 	» Ensure that the Gardens are accessible to all users

ADA UPGRADES

Within each of the three 
Gardens Design, Implementation

ADA upgrades include final design, construction documents, and built 
infrastructure to improve path conditions to meet current accessibility 
standards under the ADA and California Building Code. ADA upgrades should 
support interpretive experiential goals, for example, where appropriate, 
routes may go through themed gardens in the SFBG rather than between 
them to provide an immersive visitor experience.

	» Ensure that key gardens and highlighted exhibits are accessible 
to all users

VISITOR COMFORT 
IMPROVEMENTS

Within each of the three 
Gardens

Plan, Design, Implementation

Plan and implementation of visitor comfort improvements that aligns with the 
enhanced routes and signage plans. Visitor comfort improvements include 
improved access to restroom facilities, adequate seating, drinking water 
stations, and waste receptacles. The planning stage of this project includes 
determining the scope of necessary improvement, setting furnishing 
standards, and identifying ideal furnishings spacing. For example, in the 
San Francisco Botanical Garden, accessible companion seating should be 
provided along enhanced routes at specific intervals. 

	» Ensure visitor comforts meet San Francisco Standards (eg., 
3-stream waste system)

	» Ensure adequate seating, trash receptacles, rest rooms, water, 
etc. are available to visitors to facilitate a healthy, safe, and 
comfortable guest experience

E X T E R N A L M AT E R I A L A N D I N F R AS T R U CT U R E I M P R OV E M E N T S

I N T E R N A L M AT E R I A L A N D I N F R AS T R U CT U R E I M P R OV E M E N T S

PROJ ECT / LOCATI O N SCO PE D ESC R I PTI O N GOALS

CHILDREN'S GARDEN

Children's Garden Area of 
the SFBG

Detailed design, 
Implementation Implementation of the existing Children's Garden Design

	» Improve facilities for youth programming
	» Increase accessibility and legibility to reach a broader range of 

children

INTERPRETIVE WELCOME 
CENTER

County Fair Building 
adjacent to the SFBG

Design, Implementation
Design and retrofit part or all of the County Fair Building to create an indoor 
interpretive welcome center to greet visitors and provide information about 
the Mission, goals and resources of the Gardens.

	» Provide information about the Gardens and collections
	» Greet and welcome visitors
	» Provide indoor spaces for programming and events

CA P I TA L P R O J E CT S
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Image: Photosynthesis at the Conservatory of Flowers; Photo Credit: Saxon Holt
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The following pages break down the implementation plan into discrete subcomponents, and assign approximate order of magnitude cost and duration for each subcomponent. Subcomponents are 
grouped together in phases where appropriate to improve efficiency and reduce impact to the operations of the Gardens during planned improvements. For example, circulation improvements are paired 
with interpretation and visitor comforts, and broken out into phases in both the Japanese Tea Garden and San Francisco Botanical Garden. This allows for the majority of the Gardens to remain open, while 
improvements are concentrated in specific areas. Additionally, this provides an opportunity for enhanced route construction to support interpretive goals such as an immersive experience (e.g., enhanced routes 
may move through rather than between gardens in the San Francisco Botanical Garden), and ensures the widest access to interpretive exhibits as they will be designed along enhanced routes. 

Tables are used to indicate which subcomponents may be best pursued in tandem. For example, on this page Wayfinding System and Signage Design, Wayfinding Map, Gardens Point of Entry Signage, and 
Wayfinding Signage should be pursued together or sequentially, while Visitor Services Improvements can easily be pursued as a discrete project.

WAY F I N D I N G

PROJECT DUR ATION** | PROJ ECTS CAN B E DON E CON CU R R ENTLY OR CONS ECUTIVELY

COST* FIRST YEAR SECOND YEAR THIRD YEAR

WAYFINDING SYSTEM AND SIGNAGE 
DESIGN

Plan $

Design $$

WAYFINDING MAP*** Design $

GARDENS POINT OF ENTRY 
SIGNAGE***

Design $

Implementation $$

WAYFINDING SIGNAGE***
Design $

Implementation $$

P R O G R A M M I N G

PROJECT DUR ATION** | PROJ ECTS CAN B E DON E CON CU R R ENTLY OR CONS ECUTIVELY

COST* FIRST YEAR SECOND YEAR THIRD YEAR

VISITOR SERVICES IMPROVEMENTS
Administration $

Management $$

* Relative costs provided for planning purposes only and may be affected by a wide range of conditions including changing costs of materials and labor as well as actual ground conditions; for planning purposes, 
ballpark costs are as follows: $ = up to $250,000; $$ = $250,000-$500,000; $$$ = $500,000-$1,000,000; $$$$ = $1,000,000-$10,000,000; $$$$$ = $10,000,000+. Cost estimate in 2023 dollars, does not 
include escalation or owner costs.
** Relative timeline for project completion may be dependent on a variety of conditions such as the availability of funding and Gardens priorities
*** Wayfinding maps and signage should either follow the design of enhanced routes and circulation improvements, or maps and signage should be designed so that they can be easily updated by Gardens 
staff.

Appendix A: Project Subcomponents, Phasing, 
Cost, and Duration

O N G O I N G

O N G O I N G
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PROJECT DUR ATION** | PROJ ECTS CAN B E DON E CON CU R R ENTLY OR CONS ECUTIVELY

COST* FIRST YEAR SECOND YEAR THIRD YEAR

TH
E 

G
A

RD
EN

S

THE GARDENS INTERPRETIVE 
SIGNAGE STANDARDS**** Design $$

THE GARDENS VISITOR COMFORT 
STANDARDS**** Plan $

ADA TRANSITION PLAN**** Design $$$

C
O

N
SE

RV
AT

O
RY

 O
F 

FL
O

W
ER

S*
**

**

RESTROOM IMPROVEMENTS

Design $

Implementation $$

INTERPRETATION (ALL ROOMS)

Exhibit Development $

Design $

Implementation $

I N T E R N A L M AT E R I A L , I N F R AS T R U CT U R E , A N D I N T E R P R E TAT I O N I M P R OV E M E N T S

* Relative costs provided for planning purposes only and may be affected by a wide range of conditions including changing costs of materials and labor as well as actual ground conditions; for planning purposes, 
ballpark costs are as follows: $ = up to $250,000; $$ = $250,000-$500,000; $$$ = $500,000-$1,000,000; $$$$ = $1,000,000-$10,000,000; $$$$$ = $10,000,000+. Cost estimate in 2023 dollars, does not include 
escalation or owner costs.

** Relative timeline for project completion may be dependent on a variety of conditions such as the availability of funding and Gardens priorities

**** For a consistent guest experience, the Gardens Interpretive Signage Standards, Visitor Comfort Improvement Standards, and ADA Transition Plan should be developed in advance of individual exhibit design and 
detailed visitor comfort design.

***** Phased improvements and interpretation may be pursued contemporaneously at each of the three Gardens.
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PROJECT DUR ATION** | PROJ ECTS CAN B E DON E CON CU R R ENTLY OR CONS ECUTIVELY

COST* FIRST YEAR SECOND YEAR THIRD YEAR

JA
PA

N
ES

E 
TE

A
 G

A
RD

EN
**

**
* 

SE
E 

PA
G

E 
IX

 F
O

R 
PH

A
SE

 S
EG

M
EN

T 
LO

C
AT

IO
N

S

PH
A

SE
 A

CIRCULATION IMPROVEMENTS
Design $

Implementation $$

VISITOR COMFORTS 
IMPROVEMENTS

Design $

Implementation $

ADJACENT GARDEN 
INTERPRETATION

Exhibit Development $

Design $

Implementation $

PH
A

SE
 B

CIRCULATION IMPROVEMENTS
Design $

Implementation $$

VISITOR COMFORTS 
IMPROVEMENTS

Detailed Design $

Implementation $

ADJACENT GARDEN 
INTERPRETATION

Exhibit Development $

Design $

Implementation $

SOUTH GATE ENTRY 
IMPROVEMENTS

Design $

Implementation $$

WASTE DISPOSAL IMPROVEMENTS
Design $

Implementation $
* Relative costs provided for planning purposes only and may be affected by a wide range of conditions including changing costs of materials and labor as well as actual ground conditions; for planning purposes, 
ballpark costs are as follows: $ = up to $250,000; $$ = $250,000-$500,000; $$$ = $500,000-$1,000,000; $$$$ = $1,000,000-$10,000,000; $$$$$ = $10,000,000+. Cost estimate in 2023 dollars, does not 
include escalation or owner costs.
** Relative timeline for project completion may be dependent on a variety of conditions such as the availability of funding and Gardens priorities
***** Phased improvements and interpretation may be pursued contemporaneously at each of the three Gardens.

I N T E R N A L M AT E R I A L A N D I N F R AS T R U CT U R E I M P R OV E M E N T S, A N D I N T E R P R E TAT I O N (CO N T I N U E D)
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I N T E R N A L M AT E R I A L A N D I N F R AS T R U CT U R E I M P R OV E M E N T S, A N D I N T E R P R E TAT I O N (CO N T I N U E D)

PROJECT DUR ATION** | PROJ ECTS CAN B E DON E CON CU R R ENTLY OR CONS ECUTIVELY

COST* FIRST YEAR SECOND YEAR THIRD YEAR

SA
N

 F
RA

N
C

IS
C

O
 B

O
TA

N
IC

A
L 

G
A

RD
EN

**
**

*

SE
E 

PA
G

E 
X 

FO
R 

PH
A

SE
 S

EG
M

EN
T 

LO
C

AT
IO

N
S

PH
A

SE
 A

CIRCULATION IMPROVEMENTS
Design $$

Implementation $$$

RESTROOM A (CHILDREN'S GARDEN)
Design $
Implementation $$$

VISITOR COMFORTS IMPROVEMENTS
Detailed Design $
Implementation $$$

GARDEN INTERPRETATION 
(CHILDREN'S GARDEN, DRY MEXICO, 
SUCCULENT GARDEN)

Exhibit Development $
Design $
Implementation $

PH
A

SE
 B

CIRCULATION IMPROVEMENTS
Design $$

Implementation $$$

RESTROOM B (IN/NEAR NEW ZEALAND 
GARDEN)

Detailed Design $$

Implementation $$$

VISITOR COMFORTS IMPROVEMENTS
Design $

Implementation $$$

GARDEN INTERPRETATION 
(AUSTRALIAN GARDEN, NEW ZEALAND 
GARDEN, CHILE GARDEN)

Exhibit Development $

Design $

Implementation $

* Relative costs provided for planning purposes only and may be affected by a wide range of conditions including changing costs of materials and labor as well as actual ground conditions; for planning purposes, 
ballpark costs are as follows: $ = up to $250,000; $$ = $250,000-$500,000; $$$ = $500,000-$1,000,000; $$$$ = $1,000,000-$10,000,000; $$$$$ = $10,000,000+. Cost estimate in 2023 dollars, does not 
include escalation or owner costs.

** Relative timeline for project completion may be dependent on a variety of conditions such as the availability of funding and Gardens priorities

***** Phased improvements and interpretation may be pursued contemporaneously at each of the three Gardens.
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PROJECT DUR ATION** | PROJ ECTS CAN B E DON E CON CU R R ENTLY OR CONS ECUTIVELY

COST* FIRST YEAR SECOND YEAR THIRD YEAR

SA
N

 F
RA

N
C

IS
C

O
 B

O
TA

N
IC

A
L 

G
A

RD
EN

**
**

*

SE
E 

PA
G

E 
X 

FO
R 

PH
A

SE
 S

EG
M

EN
T 

LO
C

AT
IO

N
S

PH
A

SE
 C

CIRCULATION IMPROVEMENTS
Design $

Implementation $$$

GREAT MEADOW RESTROOM 
IMPROVEMENTS

Design $$

Implementation $$$

VISITOR COMFORTS IMPROVEMENTS
Detailed Design $

Implementation $$$

GARDEN INTERPRETATION 
(MESOAMERICAN CLOUD FOREST, 
TEMPERATE ASIA GARDEN, SOUTH 
AFRICAN GARDEN, CALIFORNIA 
NATIVE GARDEN, CONIFER LAWN, 
REDWOOD GROVE)

Exhibit Development $$

Design $$

Implementation $$

PH
A

SE
 D

CIRCULATION IMPROVEMENTS
Design $

Implementation $$$

RESTROOM D (NEAR GARDEN OF 
FRAGRANCES/CELEBRATION GARDEN)

Detailed Design $

Implementation $$$

VISITOR COMFORTS IMPROVEMENTS
Design $$

Implementation $$$

GARDEN INTERPRETATION (GARDEN 
OF FRAGRANCE, MEDITERRANEAN 
GARDEN, RHODODENDRON GARDEN, 
ANCIENT PLANT GARDEN)

Exhibit Development $

Design $

Implementation $

I N T E R N A L M AT E R I A L A N D I N F R AS T R U CT U R E I M P R OV E M E N T S, A N D I N T E R P R E TAT I O N (CO N T I N U E D)

* Relative costs provided for planning purposes only and may be affected by a wide range of conditions including changing costs of materials and labor as well as actual ground conditions; for planning purposes, 
ballpark costs are as follows: $ = up to $250,000; $$ = $250,000-$500,000; $$$ = $500,000-$1,000,000; $$$$ = $1,000,000-$10,000,000; $$$$$ = $10,000,000+. Cost estimate in 2023 dollars, does not 
include escalation or owner costs.
** Relative timeline for project completion may be dependent on a variety of conditions such as the availability of funding and Gardens priorities
***** Phased improvements and interpretation may be pursued contemporaneously at each of the three Gardens.
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I N T E R N A L M AT E R I A L A N D I N F R AS T R U CT U R E I M P R OV E M E N T S, A N D I N T E R P R E TAT I O N (CO N T I N U E D)

PROJECT DUR ATION** | PROJ ECTS CAN B E DON E CON CU R R ENTLY OR CONS ECUTIVELY

COST* FIRST YEAR SECOND YEAR THIRD YEAR

SA
N

 F
RA

N
C

IS
C

O
 B

O
TA

N
IC

A
L 

G
A

RD
EN

**
**

*

SE
E 

PA
G

E 
X 

FO
R 

PH
A

SE
 S

EG
M

EN
T 

LO
C

AT
IO

N
S

PH
A

SE
 E

CIRCULATION IMPROVEMENTS
Design $$

Implementation $$$

VISITOR COMFORTS IMPROVEMENTS
Design $$

Implementation $$$

GARDEN INTERPRETATION (ANDEAN 
CLOUD FOREST, ZELLERBACH 
GARDEN, MOON VIEWING GARDEN, 
SOUTH EAST ASIAN CLOUD FOREST)

Exhibit Development $

Design $

Implementation $

PH
A

SE
 F

IMPROVED CONNECTIONS
Design $

Implementation $$$

RESTROOM F (NEAR CONIFER LAWN, 
CONNECTED TO NURSERY SEWER)

Detailed Design $

Implementation $$$

VISITOR COMFORTS IMPROVEMENTS
Design $$

Implementation $$$

* Relative costs provided for planning purposes only and may be affected by a wide range of conditions including changing costs of materials and labor as well as actual ground conditions; for planning purposes, 
ballpark costs are as follows: $ = up to $250,000; $$ = $250,000-$500,000; $$$ = $500,000-$1,000,000; $$$$ = $1,000,000-$10,000,000; $$$$$ = $10,000,000+. Cost estimate in 2023 dollars, does not include 
escalation or owner costs.

** Relative timeline for project completion may be dependent on a variety of conditions such as the availability of funding and Gardens priorities

***** Phased improvements and interpretation may be pursued contemporaneously at each of the three Gardens.
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PROJECT DUR ATION** | PROJ ECTS CAN B E DON E CON CU R R ENTLY OR CONS ECUTIVELY

COST* FIRST YEAR SECOND YEAR THIRD YEAR

C
O

N
SE

RV
AT

O
RY

 
O

F 
FL

O
W

ER
S

THRESHOLD ENTRY EXPERIENCE 

Design $$

Implementation $$$$

JA
PA

N
ES

E 
TE

A
 G

A
RD

EN

THRESHOLD ENTRY EXPERIENCE 

Design $$

Implementation $$$$

SA
N

 F
RA

N
C

IS
C

O
 

BO
TA

N
IC

A
L 

G
A

RD
EN

THRESHOLD ENTRY EXPERIENCE 

Design $$

Implementation $$$$

* Relative costs provided for planning purposes only and may be affected by a wide range of conditions including changing costs of materials and labor as well as actual ground conditions; for planning purposes, 
ballpark costs are as follows: $ = up to $250,000; $$ = $250,000-$500,000; $$$ = $500,000-$1,000,000; $$$$ = $1,000,000-$10,000,000; $$$$$ = $10,000,000+. Cost estimate in 2023 dollars, does not 
include escalation or owner costs.

** Relative timeline for project completion may be dependent on a variety of conditions such as the availability of funding and Gardens priorities

E X T E R N A L M AT E R I A L A N D I N F R AS T R U CT U R E I M P R OV E M E N T S
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PROJECT DUR ATION** | PROJ ECTS CAN B E DON E CON CU R R ENTLY OR CONS ECUTIVELY

COST* FIRST YEAR SECOND YEAR THIRD YEAR

CHILDREN'S GARDEN
Detailed Design $$$$

Implementation $$$$

PROJECT DUR ATION** | PROJ ECTS CAN B E DON E CON CU R R ENTLY OR CONS ECUTIVELY

COST* FIRST YEAR SECOND YEAR THIRD YEAR FOURTH YEAR FIFTH YEAR

INTERPRETIVE WELCOME CENTER
Design $$$$

Implementation $$$$$

* Relative costs provided for planning purposes only and may be affected by a wide range of conditions including changing costs of materials and labor as well as actual ground conditions; for planning purposes, 
ballpark costs are as follows: $ = up to $250,000; $$ = $250,000-$500,000; $$$ = $500,000-$1,000,000; $$$$ = $1,000,000-$10,000,000; $$$$$ = $10,000,000+. Cost estimate in 2023 dollars, does not 
include escalation or owner costs.

** Relative timeline for project completion may be dependent on a variety of conditions such as the availability of funding and Gardens priorities

CA P I TA L P R O J E CT S
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Circulation improvements, adjacent garden 
interpretation, and visitor comfort improvements along 
accessible route

Circulation improvements, adjacent garden 
interpretation, and visitor comfort improvements along 
accessible route

P H AS E S

Japanese Tea 
Garden
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Circulation improvements, garden interpretation, and 
visitor comfort improvements along accessible route, 
new restroom
Circulation improvements, garden interpretation, and 
visitor comfort improvements along accessible route, 
new restroom

Circulation improvements, and visitor comfort 
improvements along accessible route, new restroom

Circulation improvements, garden interpretation, and 
visitor comfort improvements along accessible route, 
great meadow restroom improvements

Circulation improvements, garden interpretation, 
and visitor comfort improvements along accessible 
route,new restroom

Circulation improvements, garden interpretation, and 
visitor comfort improvements along accessible route

P H AS E S

San Francisco 
Botanical 
Garden
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Appendix B: Signage and Amenities
Appendix A highlights material and infrastructure improvements 
that can work to support interpretive content, belonging, 
engagement, and awe. These include:

1.	Accessible and Inclusive Signage

2.	Accessible and Legible Paths

3.	Amenities and Facilities
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Signage Approach - Inclusive Design Principles
Wayfinding and interpretive signage should be 
developed with consideration to the following 
inclusive design principles:

	» Approachability. The design requires little to no 
culture-based knowledge to interpret.

	› First-time visitors and visitors from 
non-dominant cultures may be unfamiliar with 
some of the common symbols, phrases, and 
conventions found in facilities. All symbols 
and messages require some contextual 
knowledge to interpret; however, reliance on 
specific cultural knowledge and experience 
should be minimized to the greatest extent 
feasible.

	» Consistency. The design is predictable. 

	›  Both within a single garden and between 
different gardens, applying consistency in 
design, placement, and content of signage 
builds visitors’ confidence that they know 
what to expect during their visit.

	» Flexibility. The design communicates in multiple 
formats at once. 

	› Overreliance on a single physical ability (such 
as vision) or skill (such as reading English) 
excludes those without those abilities or skills 
from the intended experience. Redundant 
communication in a variety of formats 
ensures that the widest possible range of 
visitors can receive information in a way that 
works for them.

	» Hierarchy. The user’s attention is managed 
appropriately. 

	› Information that is more important should be 
distinct from information that is secondary or 
provides supporting details. Managing design 
hierarchy ensures that information that is 
critical for decision-making, orientation, or 
safety is not lost amidst other messages.

	» Integration. The user experience is not 
separated based on the type or abilities of the 
user.

	› Inclusive design provides the same means 
of engagement for all users and avoids 
segregating or stigmatizing any users. The 
design should be appealing to and usable by 
all visitors.

	» Perceptibility. The design gets the user’s 
attention, for the widest possible range of 
abilities.

	› Information should be obvious enough to be 
noticed by visitors at the appropriate time; 
for example, when the visitor must choose 
a direction or avoid a hazard. Perceptibility 
is especially important for visitors with low 
vision or other sensory disabilities.

	» Simplicity. The design avoids unnecessary 
complexity. 

	› Similar to hierarchy, simplicity ensures 
that users do not become overwhelmed or 
confused when trying to interact with the 
design. A clear message without distracting 
elements will communicate most effectively.
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Signage Approach - Standards
Garden-specific signage and wayfinding plans 
should consider the following recommendations 
to increase accessibility and inclusion.

Legibility

	» Detection of Signs. Standards for size, color, 
and location of signage should make signs 
easy to detect.

	» Materials and Contrast. Signage color palettes 
should be evaluated for contrast when used as 
a background for white characters. 

	» Lettering and Symbol Specifications. Character 
proportions are guided by the ADA Standards. 
Ensure standard spacing between lines falls 
within the recommended range. Signage 
character size should clearly correlated with an 
intended viewing distance as delineated in the 
ADA Standards.  

	» Text Placement. Text or symbols should be 
greater than 40” above the ground to align with 
ADA Standards. 

Orientation & Wayfinding
	» Guiding Principles. Frequency and prominence 

of signs should be adequate to support visitor 
confidence. 

	» Introductory Information. Information on 
entry signs should be sufficient to orient and 
welcome visitors. The location of concessions, 
equipment rental stations, accessible facilities, 
and potential hazards should be well identified 
to avoid confusion and frustration. 

Building Trust
	» Welcoming Feeling. Entrance signs are often 

the first sign type that greets a visitor and 
thus significantly impact visitor experience. 
Incorporating tactile cues to lead visitors 
with low vision to a starting point, providing 
non-English messages, and positively 
encouraging allowed activities can lead to 
visitors feeling welcome, safe, and included. 
Intentionally showing representation in 
signage will also contribute to such feelings. 
Inclusive language such as Tribal Land 
Acknowledgements and terminology regarding 
accessible facilities should be included and up 
to date.

	» Clarity of Rules and Opportunities. Signage 
regarding rules and regulations should be 
straightforward and accessible. Symbols and 
messages should not require culturally specific 
knowledge to interpret correctly. 

Best Practices Recommendations
	» Primary visitor and orientation signs should 

include tactile cues to lead visitors with low 
vision to a starting point.

	» Where possible, wayfinding signs should have 
an amenity label panel, arrow, and icon plate. 
If space is limited, consider a combination of 
arrow and icon plates, leaving off amenity label 
panels to cater to multilingual communities.

	» Three is the maximum number of amenities 
that should be listed on a single post. When 
more amenities or hazards exist, consider 
placement on a second post.

	» ADA accessible paths should have braille or 
tactile features on the wayfinding sign.

Location Recommendations
	» If the amenity is a considerable distance from 

the primary directional wayfinding sign, place 
a secondary or tertiary sign at intervals of 50 
yards.

	» At pathway intersections, position the signs 
to where both adjoining paths can see a 
majority of the panels within 25-30 steps of 
approaching the sign and ensure a flat, cleared 
area around the sign where more than one 
individual can safely read and interact with the 
signs.

Route Signage Best Practices
	» Consider standardizing and providing “You 

are Here” maps at garden entrances. Where 
possible, install tactile maps for low-vision 
Gardens users.

	» Consider illuminating trail signs at high traffic 
intersections with downcast shielded solar LED 
lights for night time or low-light visibility.

	» Include the following information on all primary, 
secondary, or tertiary signs:

	› The name of the trail
	› The direction of the trail
	› The distance to the next point of interest
	› Any hazards or warnings associated with the 
trail
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Visual Text Height
is relative to the ground
plane under the reader, 
not the ground plan under
the sign.

Where signs are intended to be read up-close, the ground 
surface conditions immediately adjacent to the sign should be 
considered. There must be a level, clear ground space at least 
52" x 30" in size adjacent to the sign, in order for individuals 
using mobility devices to be able to approach the sign 
directly. This also provides room for standing persons to 
cluster around the sign, or for people with visual disabilities to 

Horizontal Reading Distance
is the relative to the point at which the information is
relevant to the reader, not the point closest to the sign
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Between the reader's standing
position and the bottom of the
lowest line of tactile characters.
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Visual Text Height
Between the reader’s standing position
and the bottom of the lowest line of text

Visual Text Height
is relative to the ground
plane under the reader, 
not the ground plan under
the sign.

Horizontal Reading Distance
Between the sign and the location from
which a visitor is intended to read the sign

Horizontal Reading Distance
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is relative to the ground
plane under the reader, 
not the ground plan under
the sign.

Where signs are intended to be read up-close, the ground 
surface conditions immediately adjacent to the sign should be 
considered. There must be a level, clear ground space at least 
52" x 30" in size adjacent to the sign, in order for individuals 
using mobility devices to be able to approach the sign 
directly. This also provides room for standing persons to 
cluster around the sign, or for people with visual disabilities to 
read tactile characters.
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lowest line of tactile characters.
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the sign.

Where signs are intended to be read up-close, the ground 
surface conditions immediately adjacent to the sign should be 
considered. There must be a level, clear ground space at least 
52" x 30" in size adjacent to the sign, in order for individuals 
using mobility devices to be able to approach the sign 
directly. This also provides room for standing persons to 
cluster around the sign, or for people with visual disabilities to 
read tactile characters.
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Signage Positions

Proper positioning of pedestrian-oriented signs is important to ensure the 
effectiveness of the sign. Signs and other objects mounted on posts that have 
leading edges of 27 inches to 80 inches high cannot protrude more than 12 inches 
into circulation paths. The 12-inch limit also applies to the clearance between 
multiple posts. Wherever possible, overhang into circulation areas should be 
avoided entirely.

Viewing Distances
The vertical and horizontal position of visual signs should be made relative to 
the reader’s anticipated view point. Signs should be positioned such that visual 
text falls between 40” and 80” above the reader’s ground surface, If any tactile 
characters are provided, they should be located between 48” and 60” above the 
ground surface.

Accessibility
Where signs are intended to be read up-close, the ground surface conditions 
immediately adjacent to the sign should be considered. There must be a level, 
clear ground space at least 52” x 30” in size adjacent to the sign, in order for 
individuals using mobility devices to be able to approach the sign directly. This 
also provides room for standing persons to cluster around the sign, or for people 
with visual disabilities to read tactile characters. Figure 3: Minimum visual text character height is a function of visual text height and horizontal viewing distance 

Figure 1: Horizontal Reading Distance and Visual Text Height Figure 2: Text zone for visual characters is between 40" and 80" above the ground 
plane of the reader

Figure 4: Character Zone for tactile characters is between 
48" and 60" above the ground plane of the reader. Ensure 
adequate space and ground conditions for wheelchair users 
to access tactile characters.

V I S UA L T E X T H E I G H T H O R I ZO N TA L R E A D I N G D I S TA N C E M I N I M U M V I S UA L C H A R ACT E R H E I G H T

40-70"
Under 6' 5/8"

6' or more 5/8" + 1/8" per foot of viewing distance beyond 6'

70"- 80"
Under 15' 2" 

15' or more 2" + 1/8" per foot of viewing distance beyond 15'

Tactile Characters
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Signage Color and 
Branding
Color Palette
A consistent color palette communicates a sense 
of place to Gardens visitors and ensures signs 
appear cohesive and coordinated. The color 
palette should minimize disruption to the Gardens' 
aesthetic qualities while still drawing attention to 
key information.

Contrast
Color contrast is important for legibility of signage 
messages and pictograms, especially for people 
with low vision. Contrast can be expressed 
as a ratio of the relative luminance between 
two adjacent colors. To establish a baseline 
minimum contrast for signage elements, it is 
recommended that signage designs meet the 
Web Content Accessibility Guidelines (WCAG) 
2.0 ‘Level AAA’ minimum contrast ratio of 4.5:1 
for large text. Colors should be drawn from the 
Gardens of Golden Gate Visual Identity System, 
then, if necessary, adjusted to provide a contrast 
ratio of at least 4.5:1 between text/graphics and 
background colors. In practice, the perceived 
contrast of signage elements is influenced by 
environmental factors like glare and shade; by 
starting with a minimum ratio based on digital 
contrast measures, we can ensure the signage is 
legible to the greatest extent feasible.     

Font 

Care should be taken not to alter the proportions 
of the characters, such as by condensing the 
width in order to fit a long line of text on a sign. 
Alternate forms such as italic, oblique, or bold 
versions of the fonts also reduce legibility and are 
discouraged.

For single-word signs or short phrases, use all 
caps; for longer messages (more than 3-4 words), 
use sentence case.

Font Size
Character height should be determined based on 
the intended horizontal reading distance; signs 
that must be read from further away require larger 
visual text, while signs intended to be read up 
close may have smaller text. No text containing 
key information should be less than 5/8” (45 point) 
in height; in cases where secondary, detailed text 
is provided (such as on interpretive signage, maps, 
and printed handouts), make the text as large 
as possible and provide alternative methods of 
accessing the information in an enlarged or digital 
format.

Line Spacing
Spacing between the baselines of subsequent 
lines of text within a single message should 
be 135%-170” of the character height; in other 
words, the blank space between lines should be 
35%-70% of the character height in order for the 
message to read cohesively.

Where multiple separate messages are presented 
on a single sign, the spacing between messages 
should be greater than 170% of the height of the 
larger of the two messages.

Preferred Fonts
To comply with ADA guidelines, sans (without) 
serif fonts are to be used. The ADA standard 
for character height specifies a size range for 
text height of ⅝ inches minimum to 2 inches 
maximum. 

Signage Typography



 xvi                                                               Gardens of Golden Gate Park  |  Interpretive Master Plan Appendix B

Tactile Characters and 
Braille
Tactile characters should follow the same 
standards for visual characters, with a few 
exceptions. Character height should be between 
5/8 and 2”; text that is smaller or larger than this 
range is impractical to read with one’s fingertips. 
Character spacing, as measured between the two 
closest points of adjacent characters in a word, 
should be at least 1/8” minimum but no more than 
4x the stroke width. 

The minimum depth of raised characters should 
be 1/32” of an inch.

A buffer zone of 3/8” minimum should be provided 
between any tactile characters and raised borders 
or decorative elements; take care that mounting 
hardware such as screws and bolts do not disrupt 
the tactile message nor create any sharp or 
abrasive element on the sign.

Many persons with low or no vision do not know 
how to read braille; therefore, where tactile 
information is provided, raised characters are 
preferred. If, however, braille is included on a sign, 
it should be contracted “Grade 2” braille, and 
match the requirements listed in the Americans 
with Disabilities Act (ADA) 2010 Standards under 
section 703.3.

It is recommended to do a thorough analysis of 
existing amenity inventory to identify opportunities 
for improvement in meeting best practices for 
visitor comfort and accessibility.

Design Guidelines:
	» Locate amenities off the path of travel: All 

amenities in the Gardens should be located 
off the main path of travel on concrete pads 
tucked in landscape beds. 

	» Existing trees are not to be removed or 
damaged to make space for additional 
amenities. Small shrubs and groundcover may 
be removed if necessary. No disturbance is 
allowed within the inner critical root zone of 
existing trees and a maximum of 1/3 of the 
overall critical root zone may be disturbed. 
Before any demolition, construction or 
installation of site amenities occurs, trees 
within 50-feet of work must be marked with 
tree protection fencing at the edge of the 
critical root zone. If there is uncertainty, an 
ISA-certified arborist must be consulted for 
tree protection.

	» Grading: Concrete pads including wheelchair 
space at benches and other amenities are 
not to exceed 2% slope in any direction. 
Regrading of paths and amenity spaces may 
be necessary to achieve accessibility. Provide 
wheelchair space at all bench locations as 

space and grading allows, with a minimum 
of half of bench nooks including wheelchair 
space. 

	» Benches: Consistency in placement, frequency 
and type of benches increases accessibility 
and a cohesive visitor experience. 

	» Waste Receptacles: Waste receptacles are to 
be placed at regular intervals and meet San 
Francisco standards for three-stream waste

	» Water Fountains: Water fountains should be 
ADA compliant with drinking fountain, bottle 
filler, and (in the San Francisco Botanical 
Garden) a pet water fountain. 

Amenities
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Benches Waste Receptacles
It is recommended to locate benches in bench 
nooks and include a wheelchair space as often 
as possible. Nooks increase the accessibility 
of benches and set them back from the main 
path of circulation. Wheelchair spaces allow for 
companion seating and can also be utilized for 
strollers and wagons. 

General:
	» Location: Evenly space single or double bench 

nooks with wheelchair spaces at no greater 
than 600 foot spacing  along corridors. Provide 
wheelchair spaces at no less than 50% of 
nooks per corridor if grading and space allow. 
Coordinate bench nooks with the critical root 
zones of existing trees.

	» Adjacencies: Always install benches in bench 
nooks, parallel to path, facing towards a point 
of visual interest within the Gardens. Bench 
nooks are not to face back-of house spaces. 

	» Shade: Approximately half of benches per 
corridor should be placed in locations that 
receive afternoon shade. If shaded locations 
do not exist, consider planting trees to the 
southwest of benches to provide shade for half 
of benches in the future. 

	» Accessibility: All bench nooks on accessible 
routes must be under 2% slope in all directions, 
sloping away from path. Wheelchair spaces 
must connect to an accessible route. 
Regrading may be necessary. Where there is 
no adjacent wheelchair space, benches with 
backs and armrests are recommended. Using 
a bench without an armrest adjacent to a 

wheelchair space allows wheelchair users to 
transfer to the bench.

The placement and spacing of waste receptacles 
should take into account standard minimum 
and maximum distances with enough flexibility 
to account for other significant factors such as 
access, visibility and proximity to other amenities 
and pathway nodes.

In high-traffic areas, it may be necessary to place 
waste receptacles closer together to ensure 
that there is always a receptacle within easy 
reach for visitors. In contrast, for less crowded 
areas, the spacing between waste receptacles 
can be increased as long as accessibility is not 
compromised.

Additionally, it is crucial to consider the placement 
of waste receptacles in relation to seating areas. 
If waste receptacles are too close to seating 
areas, visitors may be bothered by smells or 
insects. Therefore, a minimum distance of 25-feet 
between waste receptacles and seating areas is 
recommended.

Lastly, reconfiguring existing receptacles to meet 
proposed guidelines, including appropriate nooks 
and slopes, is a necessary step in ensuring that 
the new guidelines are effective in promoting 
proper waste disposal.

DESIGN GUIDELINES
Recommend a standardizes 3-stream waste 
receptacle for all gardens. Receptacles shall 
be placed in nooks and facing the visitor path. 
Concrete pad to have a max running slope of 
two percent. In instances where the adjacent 

pathway slope exceeds two percent, the design 
team is to provide grading interventions to allow 
a flush connection between the concrete pad 
and pathway to allow maximum accessibility. 
Receptacles are to be offset a minimum of 25-feet 
from adjacent viewing or bench locations.  

General requirements:
	» Spacing:at no greater than 600 foot spacing. 

Provide 25-feet minimum offset from adjacent 
bench when elements share the same side of 
the pathway. Where elements are across the 
pathway (or planter) the minimum offset is to 
be 10-feet.

	» Placement: Parallel to path. 
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Water Fountains
General:

	» Location: Water fountains and water bottle refill 
stations are to be located at regular intervals 
along accessible routes of travel.

	» Accessibility: All water fountain nooks on 
accessible routes must be under 2% slope in all 
directions, sloping away from path. 
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Appendix C: Visitor Studies
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