
 
 
 



PART A – Project Submission 
1. What is your project? 
Questacon Mission to Mars reinterpreted and physically transformed our hands on science centre into an 
immersive hands free experience, allowing visitors to see our building, exhibits and performers like never 
before. The COVID safe product is a new guided experience that takes visitors on a journey from Earth to 
the red planet. Drawing on the performance and interpretation talent of our visitor-facing staff, the tour 
explores the science of this fascinating planet and the challenges humanity will need to overcome if we are 
ever to visit Mars. What are the medical risks of space travel? How will humans survive in Mars’ 
inhospitable atmosphere? Is there liquid water on Mars? What is below the surface of the planet? Why is 
Mars so similar to Earth and yet so very different?  
 
From the launch of the rocket to the eventual touch down on the surface of the red planet, visitors are 
guided through selected Questacon exhibitions and enjoy a range of immersive learning experiences to 
gain the skills and knowledge needed to be the first humans on Mars. The journey concludes with a 
spectacular visit to our impressive seven metre Mars globe, suspended in the inner gallery on the ground 
floor. This experience leaves our visitors with one final question – would you go to Mars? 

 
2.  How does it demonstrate excellence and best practice in heritage interpretation? 
Research and Planning  
In an effort to slow the spread of COVID-19 and in line with public health guidelines, Questacon closed to 
the public from Saturday 21 March 2020. The nature of Questacon as an interactive science centre with 
over 200 hands-on exhibits presented a high level of risk during the COVID-19 pandemic. 
 
As restrictions began to ease, museums, galleries and cultural institutions in Canberra and across Australia 
slowly began reopening. However, it wasn’t a simple task to reopen our Centre! We had to completely 
reimagine our 30-year philosophy of engaging our visitors with hands-on learning experiences. Over an 
eight week period, teams from across the organisation worked to create an experience to allow us to 
reopen safely, despite the continuing pandemic. 
 
The brief was to develop an immersive visitor experience that utilised selective locations and exhibits with 
minimal touch points. The experience would be a guided tour for small groups, lasting 90 minutes. Advice 
from ACT Health relating to the operation of cultural institutions required that: groups be capped at 20 
people; physical separation occurred between groups; staff were able to provide supervisory oversight; 
visitors would move in a single direction through the building; there were separate entry and exit points for 
visitors; and increased cleaning protocols were instated.    
 
The Mission to Mars guided tour experience was developed to meet the above brief, whilst remaining true 
to our goal of delivering interactive and engaging science content. The health and safety of staff, visitors 
and the wider community was a priority in all aspects of planning, implementation and delivery of the 
experience. Mission to Mars tours officially commenced on Wednesday 8 July 2020.  
 
Mission to Mars sees groups of 15-20 visitors experience a guided journey through a reimagined 
Questacon, with costumed staff and new set designs helping to both deliver unique and wholly original 
content, while ensuring adherence to health and safety protocols. All tickets are pre-booked online to 
ensure numbers can be managed effectively and allow for contact tracing. As groups move through the 
Centre, cleaners conduct “Follow-Me Cleaning” of all surfaces. All elements of the tour allow for appropriate 
physical distancing.  
 
Key Messages, Themes and Stories 
2020 is a very important year to focus on the exploration of Mars. During July and August, three different 
nations have launched missions to the red planet. Mission to Mars hopes to not only engage visitors about 
the history of Martian exploration, but to look to these current missions, and inspire visitors about the 
possibility of landing the first human on Mars. While Mars is currently the only planet completely inhabited 
by robots, the first human Martians are learning via remote schooling during this COVID-19 pandemic. 
Their experiences of education in 2020 will change the course of the world they will soon lead. 
 
Mission to Mars is an immersive science theatre tour, set 10 years in the future when humanity launches its 
first manned mission to Mars. In this narrative, the Questanaut cadets (visitors) arrive for the launch and 
travel for the 250 day long journey to Mars with their Captain and Senior Questanauts. The Questanauts 
visit three decks on the space-craft, where they learn about Mars and investigate the challenges they will 
encounter on their arrival. The tour concludes with the arrival on Mars, where the Questanauts will take the 
first steps on the Martian surface.  



 
The design and development of Mission to Mars was driven by this central narrative. The storyline is largely 
established with a pre-mission at home pack, and at the start of the tour in the mission briefing delivered in 
the theatre with an immersive launch experience and the first introduction to the Captain, who hosts the 
tour. 
 
Gallery 3 – the Engineering Space Deck has been transformed from our Awesome Earth exhibition – 
explores the differences between Earth and Mars and encourages visitors to imagine what Mars might be 
like. This experience was built around existing exhibits, selected for the strength of their links to Mars. Our 
staff facilitate visitor led interactions with these exhibits and frame the delivery around the narrative. For 
example, the popular Earthquake Lab, now explores Marsquakes. Yes, that’s correct Mars has 
earthquakes marsquakes!  
 
Gallery 4 – the Space Lab uses our reimagined Q Lab gallery – explores the human experience of visiting 
Mars. What might Mars feel like? What might happen to our bodies on Mars? Interactive experiments 
conducted by our staff use largely existing equipment with demonstrations presented in new ways to help 
explore these questions. 
 
Gallery 5 – the Engine Room is set in our Tinker Studio – tackles the question of how to slow the rocket 
down for landing and how to refuel for the trip back to Earth. These series of spectacular demonstrations 
tackle rocket physics and explore how to make rocket fuel from water. In addition to its narrative 
connection, this show was developed to star some of the most impressive and explosive demonstrations in 
our repertoire. 
 
Gallery 8 – Mars – is the grand finale of the tour in our iconic round central gallery. An imaginary airlock 
was constructed to slow the audience down and maximise the impact of their first steps on Mars. A mixture 
of lighting and sound design creates the moving experience of a Martian dawn, and thereafter encourages 
the audience to take a quiet moment to observe the spectacular Martian imagery and reflect on their 
experience. 
 
Communication Method 
A 90-minute guided tour, the method of interpretation chosen for Mission to Mars, was an exciting new 
challenge for our team. Whilst we have always delivered tours for school groups through our Questacon by 
Night program, and the occasional tour for special events such as the Enlighten Festival, Mission to Mars is 
the first time Questacon has provided boutique tours on an ongoing basis.  
 
Mission to Mars allows our staff to engage with visitors about scientific topics over a prolonged timeframe. 
This engagement with staff, due to the guided nature of the experience, has been noted as a highlight for 
many of our visitors.  
 
This method of interpretation has also enabled our staff to gain a new range of skills uncovering some 
exceptional interpretation talents in our staff. Gallery Assistants have always been seen as explainers of 
scientific information, however, Mission to Mars has enabled them to take on a more theatrical role in their 
interpretation to immerse visitors in the narrative of the mission. 
 
To support the guided tour Questacon also developed a Mission to Mars field guide booklet. At the 
conclusion of each tour, visitors receive a booklet that helps guide them on their next step of Mars 
exploration. The field guide compiles online resources from organisations across the world, looking at Mars 
exploration, space travel resources, and Earth based missions. Visitors can explore these resources and 
complete a series of field projects allowing their Questacon experience to continue at home. 
 
Health and Safety  
One of the major challenges was incorporating COVID-19 safety messaging into Mission to Mars without 
detracting from the experience. We worked hard to seamlessly and creatively merge public health 
information with our scientific content. Before visitors even step through the doors, they are sent pre-visit 
information in the form of a ‘Mission Pack’ which explains the rigorous cleaning and safety procedures in 
place to prevent bacteria being transferred from Earth to Mars. The email also directs visitors to use every 
opportunity to apply “space slime” (also known as hand sanitiser) throughout their journey. Once at 
Questacon, visitors are briefed that space viruses and bacteria can be much more virulent, hence our 
robust safety precautions. Finally, throughout the tour visitors are reminded to stay one Mars Rover (1.5 
metres) away from other family groups. The development of these messages has enabled us to provide the 
necessary safety information while still maintaining the narrative of Mission to Mars.  



 
Design  
The idea for Mission to Mars stemmed from our acquisition of Mars, a seven metre globe of the red planet 
created by artist Luke Jerram. This sculpture is the only one of its kind in the Southern Hemisphere, and is 
the centrepiece of Mission to Mars. Our exhibition plan included the installation of the Mars globe in one of 
our gallery spaces. Mission to Mars is a unique experience complementing Questacon’s overarching 
exhibition plan.  

We created an entirely new suite of branding for the Mars exhibition and Mission to Mars, designed to 
evoke the mystery and wonder of Mars seen through the lenses of technological and scientific exploration. 
The Mars masthead is overlaid on stunning high resolution imagery of the red planet sourced from NASA. 
The typeface was selected to convey a link to technology and science, while being distinctly different from 
artwork and design seen in popular culture and science fiction.  

In addition to the Mars branding, a suite of safety graphics was also developed to ensure COVID-19 
messaging is clear to all visitors. The COVID-19 social distancing graphics were designed to be welcoming, 
fun and relaxed whilst ensuring clear messaging to ensure visitor behaviour would conform to safety 
requirements. Health and safety signage is located throughout the Centre’s public areas to promote 
recognition and affirm the messaging. 

Engagement  
Target Audience  
The target audience for Mission to Mars is children aged six and above and their families. We determined 
this target audience by drawing on the experience and knowledge of our Visitor Programs and Visitor 
Services staff, and utilising research conducted across Questacon (including Centre visitation, National 
Programs and Travelling Exhibitions data). All content development was informed by the establishment of 
this target audience.  
 
When defining the audience for Mission to Mars as six and above, we confronted the challenge that many 
families wanted to bring their children who were younger than six. Due to this strong demand, an early 
learning version of this experience – Questacon Mission to Mars Junior, has been developed. This 
experience is designed for astronauts aged 3-5, and enables us to engage our youngest visitors in the 
scientific exploration of Mars. Significant changes have been made to the content and delivery of Mission to 
Mars Junior to ensure its suitability for a younger audience. These changes include adding singing, dancing 
and role play activities, additional age appropriate social distancing protocols and giving each child a Mars 
Passport, where they can track their journey. After a testing phase, Mission to Mars Junior launched on 
Wednesday 12 August 2020.    
 
Engagement Methods 
Mission to Mars utilises several interpretation and learning methods to vary content to cater for different 
ages and individual learning preferences. The journey starts in the theatre using show style delivery and 
one-way information transfer, supported by self-discoverable factual information. On the Engineering 
Space Deck and in the Space Lab, visitors are guided through the content and facilitated through questions 
to discover their own answers. This is an enquiry-based experience, using exhibits and science 
demonstrations as provocation for self-determined learning journeys.    
 
Implementation  
Mission to Mars was developed as a multi-stage project. Phase 1 was a ‘Members Trial’ which allowed us 
to pilot our new experience to our Q Club members over a week long period. Members provided invaluable 
feedback which enabled us to make improvements to the experience. We are currently in Phase 2 of 
Mission to Mars, which includes four tour sessions a day. Whilst it is still in development, during Phase 3 
we would like to expand Mission to Mars to become a self-guided tour. The experience would be 
supplemented with the opening of some exhibits in our pre-existing galleries which are COVID-19 safe or 
the addition of commercial initiatives to enhance the experience. Importantly, Mission to Mars has been 
developed as ongoing experience even after the COVID-19 pandemic is over. While COVID-19 has been a 
challenging experience, our people have risen to the challenge, returning a creativity dividend that is 
inherent in our organisational culture. We have pivoted a three decade long model to engage with visitors 
in an entirely new and exciting way.  
 
 
 



Access  
We value being able to offer experiences which are accessible and inclusive; all Australians should be able 
to see themselves visiting Questacon and engaging in the Questacon experience. We took multiple steps 
to make the Mission to Mars tour as accessible as possible. 
 
During the development stage of Mission to Mars, staff identified access and inclusion needs for Mission to 
Mars, and a range of documentation was produced with the purpose of aiding staff to increase their 
awareness of diverse audience needs. Mission to Mars content was also developed to have flexibility, so it 
could be adapted to audience needs. This all fed into staff training, where staff learnt to identify different 
audience requirements. For example, when welcoming a visually impaired visitor, presenters could draw on 
their training to help modify their delivery and facilitate inclusion for that visitor. 
 
We also considered the physical access to spaces for an audience with a range of needs. We recognise 
that some visitors will be unable to use the ramp to access the Questacon galleries, which is a main route 
on the tour. To avoid visitors missing out on content during the ramp section of the tour, we created an 
entirely new script for visitors using the “Space Elevator”. This ensures visitors get exciting information, but 
also that the narrative is not broken while they use a different access point.  
 
During Mission to Mars rehearsals we were able to assess the accessibility of the tour with staff that 
required access and inclusion measures. Feedback enabled us to identify areas for improvement and 
amend the content of the show. This resulted in changes to lighting to ensure visitors can lip-read 
presenters in low light spaces, and the addition of warnings before entering environments with loud noises 
or high sensory load. 
 
Training  
Mission to Mars training was undertaken in a tiered structure that ensured staff were trained within a short 
time frame, while still prioritising staff safety and quality of service.  
 
Tier 1: COVID-safe training was undertaken by all staff returning on-site with a focus on content delivery in 
a public facing environment. 
 
Tier 2: Workplace Health and Safety training was completed by staff performing hazardous scientific 
demonstrations (e.g. detonating explosive mixtures of gas, handling dry ice).  
 
Tier 3: Staff were trained in the content and skills required for their roles in the tour. Each role required an 
understanding of specific scientific concepts and/or background knowledge of Mars missions. Our Learning 
Programs presenters were cast as the four named characters in the tour, utilising their existing 
performance skills. Our Gallery Assistants, known primarily for their customer service skills, were provided 
with additional interpretation training for this unique theatrical offering, including training in voice projection, 
science communication, facilitation and inquiry learning, and maintaining character/narrative conceit. 
 
Tier 4: Several full dress rehearsals were run for staff to practise presenting shows, interpreting scientific 
concepts, and facilitating visitor inquiry. The staff who role-played visitors were able to learn from their 
peers and practise giving feedback during post-rehearsal briefing sessions. 
 
Staff are continually developing their skills in presenting and facilitating Mission to Mars. This includes 
compiling detailed fact sheets on topics that have been identified as particularly interesting for visitors (e.g. 
Mars Meteorites), and participating in training to engage more effectively with younger age groups and 
diverse audiences.   
  
3.  Identify the resources needed for your projects (e.g. staff, materials, money). Demonstrate how 
you used these resources effectively. 
Mission to Mars was developed within Questacon’s existing budget and resources, whilst Questacon was 
closed to the public. With a closed science centre we had the opportunity to think creatively and reimagine 
our delivery model. The closure of our centre meant that in addition to our ongoing staff members, there 
was a large pool of casual staff (who usually provide interpretation in the Galleries) available to plan, 
research and implement the development of our new offering.   
 
With this in mind, focus was placed on our greatest asset – the knowledge and creativity of our staff. 
Multiple teams across the organisation worked collaboratively, investing more than 2000 hours to develop 
the content, logistics, graphics and COVID-19 safety protocols that would result in Questacon’s reopening. 



Once the Mission to Mars content was finalised, staff participated in significant training, totalling 1503 
hours, to ensure tours are safe, engaging and scientifically accurate.     
 
Mission to Mars was designed to utilise as many in-house materials as possible. All exhibits and 
demonstrations were previously existing, with only minor modifications required. 
 
To ensure the sustainability of this offering, Mission to Mars has been designed to easily transition into a 
high-end boutique event, post COVID-19 pandemic. This will compliment Questacon’s diversity of offering, 
reach and revenue generation.   
 
As Mission to Mars is a once in a lifetime experience, we wanted to provide our visitors with a 
commemorative keepsake of their tour. This includes the field guide, an iron-on mission patch to add to 
their favourite t-shirt or bag, and an exciting photo opportunity to remember the event. The inclusion of 
these keepsakes is included in the ticket price and gives the experience resonance beyond the visit. 
  
Project Costs 
The below table outlines the operating expenses associated with the development of Mission to Mars. As 
highlighted above, the resources required for the experience were reallocated from within existing 
resources. Most of the items purchased for Mission to Mars were required to adhere to COVID-19 
restrictions, increase signage and safety requirements and provide strategic set-dressing to cover unused 
exhibits and non-utilised areas in way that is engaging for our visitors.  
 

Item Breakdown Cost Details 

Commemorative Keepsakes     

Mission patches $4,500.00 

Iron-on patch with Mission to Mars branding to be 
handed to all visitors upon departure (reallocation of 
existing resources)  

Booklets $1,500.00 

Activity and information booklets for visitors to take 
home and continue their Mars exploration (reallocation 
of existing resources) 

Green screen photo booth $9,500.00 

Green screen and photo booth for visitors to take a 
commemorative photos with a Mars Rover that can be 
shared to social media (reallocation of existing 
resources) 

Costumes      

Orange astronaut costumes $6,000.00 
Due to COVID Safety protocols, each delivery staff 
member has their own costume (WHS requirement)  

Set Dressing     

Exhibition staging, signage, 
lighting and sound $18,000.00 

Foyer and gallery set up, including safety 
signage/equipment, floor decals, signage, trolleys, 
displays and netting. Lighting and sound adjustments 
(WHS budget and reallocation of existing resources) 

GRAND TOTAL $39,500.00   

 
 
4. How has your project met clear and measurable outcomes for your client/organisation and 
stakeholders? 
Feedback 
Mission to Mars has received excellent feedback from visitors and staff alike. Success for this project was 
defined as creating an offering which allowed for the safe return of the public to Questacon, to engage in a 
unique and educational experience which captured the essence of Questacon, despite the COVID-19 
restrictions still in place.  
 
We have been overwhelmed with the enthusiasm of the public wanting to visit again, with tours selling out 
for the July school holidays within minutes of going on sale. There is significant interest in Mission to Mars, 
and during the first week of ticket sales our information desk answered over 1000 phone calls, and website 
traffic increased by 2000%. The initial two Facebook posts promoting Mission to Mars had a combined 
reach of 27,095. 
 



An evaluation survey has been developed specifically to capture responses on the Mission to Mars tour, 
looking at both content of the experience as well as safety. Results from the evaluation so far indicate that 
98% of visitors feel safe during the experience. 100% of visitors stated they felt the safety instructions were 
clear and concise and 100% of visitors also agreed that Questacon staff did all they could to maintain a 
safe environment. When evaluating the overall experience, 100% of visitor’s stated Questacon staff were 
engaging, with 97% of visitors expressing interest in more experiences like the Mission to Mars tour. 
Additionally 93% of visitors felt the experience made them more interested in Mars and 90% of visitors felt 
they understood a lot more about what it takes to travel to Mars. The net promotor score is 70, indicating 
that visitors are very likely to recommend Mission to Mars to people they know. The results of the survey 
demonstrate the experience continues to be safe and engaging for our visitors and promotes ongoing 
engagement with science, technology, engineering and mathematics.  
 
When asked what their favourite element of the experience was visitors commented: 

“The entire tour was very engaging, well planned, the experiments were educative and very 
engaging, our son loved it. The staff were very attentive and well informed and made great efforts 
to explain everything in a language appropriate to children.” 

 
“The individual time with the staff meant that we could ask questions and learn more. I really 
enjoyed going to different galleries and having different experiences.” 

 
“It made Mars feel like a real place - the maps the descriptions the staff who knew so much made it 
in depth and absorbing.” 

 
Another way we have monitored the success of Mission to Mars is through feedback received on social 
media. Visitors have been active on Facebook and Instagram, documenting their visit to Mars with photos 
and stories. The quotes below highlight how engaged visitors have been with the experience:   

“Thank you Questacon for a fabulous Mars experience over the past weekend. The kids and adults 
loved it! Thank you for creating this experience and for working so hard to allow us all to continue 
our scientific learning during these crazy times.” 
 
“…They’ve clearly worked very hard to come up with a way to let people back in while keeping 
strict social distancing and hygiene protocols in place. We could see how excited the team was to 
have kids back in the place. The energy from staff was next level.” 

 
“I just wanted to say a big thank you to everyone at Questacon who made our first visit so 
memorable. Our kids loved the Mission to Mars tour you put on, especially the experiments which 
made the whole experience so much more interactive. The staff were also really enthusiastic and 
very knowledgeable. Well done to all involved. We will be back again.” 

 
Scope for Improvement 
While Mission to Mars has allowed us to re-engage with our visitors and continue our strategic vision for a 
better future for all Australians through engagement with science, technology and innovation, scope for 
improvement always exists. We are currently exploring methods to continuously improve Mission to Mars. 
As highlighted above, Mission to Mars is a once in a lifetime experience and is not expected to attract 
repeat visitation. In addition, with the possibility of restrictions further easing, the current tour has limited 
opportunity to scale up for larger groups such as schools. We are currently exploring the experiments and 
demonstrations to determine the possibility of making modifications to allow for larger and more frequent 
groups.  
 
During the initial development of the Mars exhibition, the Questacon team developed a range of audio 
recordings, including from leading Australian and international astronomers and space scientists, for 
visitors to listen to on Questacon headsets during their visit. These were designed to immerse visitors in 
Mars, exploring the journey to Mars, life on Mars and scientific discovery of Mars. Due to COVID-19 
restrictions, the shared use of headsets did not meet our safety regulations so this content has so far been 
unused. To further enrich the visitor experience we are developing a web app to enable visitors to access 
these audio files on personal devices during or after the tour. This app is currently in the testing/prototype 
phase. Previously these recordings would have only been accessible by in-centre visitors, but the 
development this app further improves our reach and allows us to link to wider audiences through digital 
engagement.  


