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The Kenneth Hudson Seminars 
Presentation

Benedetto Benedetti1 and Massimo Negri2 

In this period of  global economic crisis, it has never been 
more urgent for people working in the museum world to 
discuss and further analyse some of  the topics presented in 
the museology workshops organised in 2009 and 2010 by the 
European Museum Academy (EMA) and the Scuola Normale 
Superiore di Pisa. The long economic crisis has provided the 
impetus for some of  the speakers to talk not only about money, 
or money needs for  museum management, but in particular 
about how to continue to preserve the cultural heritage. For 
some of  the sector experts and operators who took part in the 
debate, the crisis could even precipitate changes in museum 
management and provide the opportunity to implement new 
strategies. The digital communication era, the new forms of  
communication and cataloguing instruments, and the web-
communication based valorisation of  the cultural heritage can 
be considered in a realistic approach as additional resources, 
or even as an alternative to the existing ones.
This volume reports the past and ongoing discussions 
about this topic. The proceedings are related to the first two 
workshops held by EMA and the Scuola Normale Superiore in 
Italy and dedicated to Kenneth Hudson, the great museologist 
who died in 1999, and with whom all the EMA founders 
actively collaborated. The volume, published in his memory, 
brings together a selection of  2009 Workshop contributions 
and all the speeches from the 2010 Workshop. This is the 
first of  a long series of  volumes that will be published in the 
coming years, focusing the discussion on those issues which 
will continue to be topical for museums: their form, their way 
to be and their becoming, that will continue beyond the local 
or global crisis that will inevitably arise from time to time.
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“During the past twenty five years especially, the museum-
going public has changed a great deal, and it is still changing. 
Its range of  interests has widened, it is far less reverent 
and respectful in its attitudes, it expects to find electronic 
and other modern technical facilities adequately used, 
it distinguishes less and less between a museum and an 
exhibition, it considers the intellect to be no more prestigious 
or respectable than the emotions, and it sees no reason to 
pay attention to the subject-division and specialism which are 
so dear to academics. This is a reflection of  a fundamental 
change in thought and behaviour throughout the world, and 
in all fields of  activities”3 - that is what Kenneth Hudson 
used to argue in his speeches. In the same vein, EMA will 
continue organizing initiatives, conventions and debates, also 
thanks to the partnerships that it has been able to realize in 
several European countries over the first two years of  activity. 
The next Kenneth Hudson Seminar, focused on The Virtual 
Museum, will be held in Bertinoro, in Emilia-Romagna, 
in November 2011, in co-operation with the Istituto Beni 
Culturali della Regione Emilia-Romagna, the Fondazione 
Carisbo project “Genus Bononiae. Museums in the City” and 
the European programme, “LEM-The Learning Museum”.

	     Benedetto Benedetti          Massimo Negri 	

Notes
1. Scuola Normale Superiore di Pisa.
2. European Museum Academy Director.
3. “Attempts to define museums” in “Representing the nations: a reader”. 
Routledge, London. Edited by David Boswell and Jessica Evans.
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Proceedings of  The Kenneth 
Hudson Seminar 2010

 ‘European museums and the global 
economic crisis: impact, problems, 

reactions’
Volterra (IT) 19 November 2010



10 reflections about sustainability in 
museums (and the global financial 

crisis)
Massimo Negri

“Sustainability means meeting the needs of  the 
present without compromising the ability of  
future generations to meet their own needs… 	
With their long-term role in preservation and community 
engagement, museums are in the sustainability business. 
They balance the interests of  different generations. As well 
as serving society today, they aim to pass on collections, 
information and knowledge to people in the future. 	
However, museums don’t tend to think explicitly about 
sustainability (incipit of  the Sustainability Report, Museum 
Association, 2010 UK).
1.	 The discussion about sustainability (sustainability in its 

broadest economic, social and environmental sense) is 
comparatively recent in the museum sector, although it 
is since the late ‘80s that the terms has found its official 
definition as an outcome of  the United Nations World 
Commission for Environment and Development. In the 
last two years the occasions of  discussions and analysis 
have become more frequent (the International conference 
of  the Danish Museum Association in March 2010, the 
above mentioned UK Museum Association Survey and 
consequent Report, the first issue of  the NEMO News in 
2010, the Civita Forum about energy saving  and lighting 
in museums organized in Rome are only a few examples 
of  initiatives of  different format and focus , but dealing 
with the same range of  themes).
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results and to moderate the typical museum appetite for 
energy. This vision goes together with the idea that staff  
behaviour is a key factor in the move towards the Green 
Museum, in other terms: let’s be green and our museum 
will become green. But things are more complicated 
than this. As the publishing company MuseumsEtc writes 
in advertising the 300 pages book by Rachel Madan 
“Sustainable Museums: Strategies for the 21st Century”: 
“this is not  a book about changing light bulbs…”, also 
because lighting bulbs strictly speaking are going to 
disappear from the museum scene with the triumph of  
the LED technology, one could add.

5.	 If  we look back at the enormous changes in the European 
museum scene of  the last 30 years which have positioned 
museums among the main visitors’ attractions as well 
as a main network of  “community centers” of  a special 
kind, we see that all the influential experiences which 
have changed the face of  museums, which have proved 
as pioneering experiences share a growing complexity 
of  the museum environment (from the British Galleries 
at the V&A to the Caixaforum in Barcelona, from the 
Imperial War Museum North in Manchester to the 
MARQ of  Alicante, from the German Emigration Centre 
to the Salzburg Museum only to make some examples of  
museums of  different kind, scale and location).  

6.	 The contemporary museum’s main feature and factor of  
success is the richness of  the experience offered to the 
visitor via an highly sophisticated and integrated use of  a 
wide range of  media where the collection is only one part 
of  the communicative  strategy. Scenography, multimedia, 
complex theatrical lighting effects, digital effects are all 
crucial elements in what has become equally important 
as information and education in museum, i.e. fascination.  
Without this evolution museums would have not probably 
performed so well in the cultural and leisure market as 
they have been doing so far, in spite of  all difficulties.

2.	 These discussions (with the consequent growth of  
awareness) come at the moment of  the impact of  the 
global financial crisis on all sectors of  society, museums 
included. Which is the chicken and the egg is not clear, 
but undeniably the two things are connected.

3.	 A third element which enters into the game is equally 
global being the climate change factor. Whatever will 
prove to be the real scale of  it in the long run and the more 
or less direct relationship with the human behaviour, it is 
true that the climate change have an impact on cultural 
heritage. The Final Document (Nov. 2009) of  the Joint 
Programming Initiative (JPI) promoted by the European 
Union recites in its first paragraph:

“Most European cities live in or around cultural heritage with 
which they identify closely…climate change impacts severely 
on cultural heritage leading to irreversible damage and losses 
because of  its age and fragility…The ways in which cultural 
heritage is adapted can mitigate climate change (through 
modest use of  energy, sustainable materials and passive 
design).”
The same Document stresses the so-called “transformational 
challenge” of  cultural heritage.
“The new relationship between cultural heritage and its 
meaning, history, value, significance…are community related 
issues that will drive cultural heritage more strongly under 
conditions of  environmental changes because communities 
are faced with cultural as well as economic decisions on what 
to save and what to lose.”
4.	 The emerging notion of  the “Green Museum”   has 

generated different and strange attitudes about the 
problem: it frequently seems that it will be enough to 
transfer what said, experimented and done for other kinds 
of  institutions (namely schools, hospitals and libraries) in 
terms of  energy saving - for instance – to guarantee good 



14 Proceedings of  The Kenneth Hudson Seminar 2010 1510 reflections about sustainability in museums (and the 
global financial crisis)

obsolescent, the problem of  personnel training etc. In a 
world where the cuts are so severe (Latvia 50% less of  
state subsidies for museums in 2010, up to 30% cuts in 
the UK, a minimum of  10 % in most European countries) 
in which terms we can speak of  the necessary balance 
between sustainability and technological growth at least in 
museums (which are not considered as a strategic area for 
technological innovation, although this does not reflects 
the reality of  the sector) is not yet fully clear.

10.	The last 30 years have been also characterized in the 
museum field by the mantra of  climate control and 
stability. A real obsession for humidity, temperature, light 
control has determined some absurd practices: a loan is 
given under very strict conditions when the same piece is 
normally held in show “at home” without the possibility 
to guarantee the same conservation standards required 
when it is “out”. It is not rare the case of  objects suffering 
because of  this shock, they have been living for centuries 
in a more or less “natural” context (for instance with the 
seasonal cycle) and all of  a sudden are immersed in totally 
artificial context to which it is difficult to adapt. If  we join 
the principles of  organic architecture and environmental 
building for instance with the circulation of  air by the 
so-called “chimney effect”, what about our idea of  the 
typical museum climate stability? In the above evoked 
Conclusions of  the UK Museum Association Report is 
written “ have more flexible collections-care requirements 
and use air conditioning less” and I add : have a look at 
the Loan standards fixed by the Registrar’s Association of  
the same country and to the museological literature of  the 
last 30 years…

But it is not only a matter of  reviewing an established 
collection management routine. There are other relevant and 
specific   conservation issues to be taken into account. For 
example, if  we have to make extensive use of  natural light for 
energy saving purposes, what about the protection of  printed 
materials, textile etc. when in show? We have already witnessed 

7.	 In other terms: the evolution-revolution of  the museum 
language which has made museums so effective in 
communication and so fascinating for all kind of  visitors 
can coexist with the sustainability of  museums in the 
present and future turbulent world? If  we look at the 
cost per square meter (not rarely in the area 5,000 Euros 
or more) of  the innovative examples of  pioneering 
museums above indicated and at the subsequent costs 
of  maintenance and updating (a crucial problem as far 
as multimedia are concerned) the question becomes very 
serious and even embarassing.

8.	 Is the newly conquered museum linguistics and 
philosophy of  communication in danger of  conflicting 
with the emerging idea of  the Green Museum and with the 
imperatives of  sustainability? I am afraid that inevitably 
the answer will be  “yes”, certainly for museums which will 
not be able to prove rapidly that the investment in their 
activity is not an option, but a necessity. Art museums 
will probably suffer less, if  they have the necessary rate 
of  masterpieces which are their main attraction and raison 
d’être, but what about museums based on the fascination 
of  new interpretative devices or on objects very important 
but of  modest visual impact (as it happens in many 
archaeological museums of  new generation where the 
magic comes from the interpretation more than from the 
collection as such).      

9.	 In the Report of  the latest “London Debates” edition, 
among the Action Points indicated, one of  special interest 
for our present discussion is listed: “Museums should 
make maximum use of  modern technologies”. I think it is 
a correct statement also because gives a role to museums 
as hubs for the necessary technological development in 
the area of  ICT in the heritage and cultural sector. But, 
are we sure that the Green Museum vision can go so 
easily hands-in-hands with this perspective? Not only 
in terms of  energy saving - let’s think for a moment 
about the problem of  how quickly equipments become 
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Money, money, money
Wim van der Weiden1 

Preparing my talk I imagined that ABBA had written and 
composed its song for a museum director.

I work all night
I work all day
to pay the bills I have to pay
Ain’t it bad
But still there never seems to be 
a single penny left for me
Ain’t it sad?

In my dreams I have a plan
If  I got me a wealthy man
I wouldn’t have to work at all
I’d fool around and have a ball
Money, money, money
Always sunny in the rich man’s world.

[ABBA 1976]

All directors and staff  members within living memory 
complain they don’t have enough money to carry on the 
many appointed tasks. That’s why all museum professionals 
are looking for extra funding [sponsors, subventions, etc.]. At 
the same time they are all aware that in times of  economic 
crisis cultural institutions are always among the first victims.
And that’s exactly what’s happening now.

the effects of  natural light (event when indirect) in the XIX 
and early XX century museums and even in some recent 
experience (see the problems in some rooms at the Bayeler 
Foundation in Basel) which are the terms of  compatibility 
between the Green Museum and the Good Museum in terms 
of  preservation? It not only a matter of  filters on windows.
10 is a good number for giving a tentative structure to a talk 
which of  course would require a more articulated and facts 
and figures based form. But I hope that these 10 points could 
help in gathering a much larger (and valid) number of  ideas 
as the topic in discussion. You have noted that I have only 
occasionally touched the global financial crisis effects on the 
museum sectors. This has been done intentionally. I think that 
the theme of  sustainability is strictly linked to the definition 
of  a possible reaction and way out from the present crisis 
at least as far as the museum sector is concerned. And on 
the present occasion I was tempted by the idea of  starting a 
reflection about this theme. 
The rest (hopefully) will come later.
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would be Government money. In particular because buildings 
and staffing make up almost everywhere the vast majority 
of  the running costs. As a result many museums didn’t 
investigate whether the money available is directed in such a 
way that it makes the maximum possible impact. To achieve 
the maximum impact museums need:
yy Corporate or financial plans as management tool [not 
only as an account for government money]. 

yy The setting of  priorities and objectives [for instance by 
skipping events which – though very interesting – attract 
few visitors]. 

yy A greater self  reliance and plural funding [patronage, 
bequests, sponsorships, endowment funding etc.].

As such a great variety of  funding sources will not be enough 
to meet the effects of  the change in the present economic and 
political climate. Raising awareness is necessary about matters 
such as:
yy Are renewal and/or extensions of  collections, housing or 
exhibition programmes desirable in order to survive?

yy Or do we need on the contrary a decrease of  the scale? For 
instance by combining collections  with other institutions 
or by focusing on the core collection in order to improve 
the quality?

In short: which ways do we invent to raise income or to 
turn the crisis into strengthening the independence of  the  
institution [a blessing in disguise!].
Of  course there are many ways to attain more sustainability 
and more independence from national, regional or local 
authorities. I restrict myself  to 6 ways in order of  potency. 
1.	 Cooperation of  institutions/organizations
Everywhere in Europe museums, archives and libraries are 
cooperating. The single institutions don’t lose their identity, 
but they combine staff  members responsible for the financial 

The recently newly appointed Dutch government has decided 
to cut 25% of  the budget for Art and Culture: € 600.000.000,00 
instead of  € 800.000.000,00. One of  the concrete decisions is to 
stop immediately the foreseen investment of  € 50.000.000,00 
for the future National Museum of  History. [In June 2006 the 
Parliament had decided to create such a museum!]
The VAT rate of  6% on tickets for concerts, theatre 
performances and entry fees of  museums will be raised to 
19%!
Subventions for individual artists are not desirable any more. 
The argument? Look at the famous Dutch painters from the 
Golden Age – the poorer, the better!

The British Minister of  Finance, George Osborne proposes 
a cut of  between 25% and 40% of  the annual budget for the 
arts. The Art Council subsidizes 850 institutions: its budget 
of  £449 million will be reduced to £350 million. 
It means that about 100 orchestras, theatre companies and 
regional museums will go bankrupt. [The National Museums 
have to face a reduction of  15% of  their subventions.]
Even in the US where 87% of  the funding of  cultural 
institutions is based on private money – companies and 
individuals – , the crisis has its serious consequences. In 2009 
the charitable funds lost $150 billion. [New rich people – Bill 
Gates c.s. – do not donate money any more to museums etc., 
but to other charities like the research of  diseases, the really 
poor people a.s.o.]

What have museums and cultural heritage institutions to 
do in order to survive?
First of  all a complete change of  mind. Very often the almost 
unquestioned assumption still exists that, because museums 
are manifestly for the public good, all the money needed 
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The Dutch private museum ‘Beelden aan Zee’ is an exception. 
120 volunteers run the museum under the supervision of  a 
very small permanent staff  of  5 people. The volunteers are of  
decisive significance for the existence of  the museum.
Qualified volunteers like retired curators, teachers, accountants 
a.s.o. can play an essential role in the fulfilling of  tasks which 
due to financial cuts otherwise would be restricted. With their 
help museums can keep their standards high.
Volunteers can be a precious and valuable resource. Museums 
need to stop taking volunteers for granted and instead devote 
time and resources to volunteer development based on a 
volunteer policy program. If  we intend to benefit from the 
skilled work of  volunteers we must be much more proactive 
in recruiting and training volunteers and develop ways to 
make volunteering fun and rewarding.
In the long run the profits for a museum must not be 
underestimated: economically and financially!
4.	 Crowd funding 
Crowd funding is a new phenomenon for canvassing 
donations via the internet: to involve the individual public 
more in museum matters. Recently the Louvre wanted to 
acquire the painting ‘The three Graces’ by Lucas Cranach. The 
museum lacked about € 1.000.000,00 [out of  € 4.000.000,00] 
of  the purchase money. Five thousand private donors brought 
together the required amount via the internet in 35 days. The 
average contribution amounted to € 150,00.
Crowd funding is based on a website on which museums, 
artists and cultural organizations in general can put their 
plans for an exhibition, art works, performances etc. and  the 
amount of  money needed. Individuals can select what they 
like to support financially. Depending on the size of  the 
amount they get a present in return: free tickets, a catalogue or 
something like that. In the future crowd funding can replace 
corporate sponsorships to a high extent.

administration, security, maintenance of  the buildings etc. etc. 
and share offices. 
The cost-effectiveness can mount up to 20% of  the budget 
of  each single institution.
2.	 Deaccession
During my career I have seen many instances of  inadequate 
care of  objects because of  the ever-growing size of  the 
collections. Museums recognize but often do not tackle 
this problem until outside forces make things happen. The 
global crisis is such an outside force. It offers museums the 
opportunity to make selective acquisitioning, deaccessionering 
and disposing of  objects part of  their overall policy.
Nowadays the cost of  preserving and managing is increasingly 
hard to justify as we continue to keep everything forever. This 
is the right moment to rationalize the collections: to dispose 
of  items which don’t fit into a museum’s collecting scope. 
Items in poor condition, duplicates, and objects of  ‘lesser 
quality’ can be removed. Or collecting missions are altered: 
many university museums are confronted with the priority 
universities gave to research and education, convinced that 
the university collections have little meaning to the university 
today, other than historical.
Serious reduction of  the number of  objects saves not only 
storage space, but also many operating expenses related to the 
administration, conservation and preservation, and research 
of  objects. Some objects can even be sold.
Deaccession done properly, but systematically, can really be a 
very interesting source of  ‘income’ in the long run.
3.	 Volunteers
Volunteers are quite common in many museums. But there 
is a great difference among museums in what volunteers are 
allowed to do. In most cases they are considered to be an 
extra, just assistants for guided tours, hostesses at the entrance 
or at the information desk etc. 
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So, I am sure that many museums will explore other ways to 
survive. In that case I hope my contribution has helped them 
to find their own way!

Notes
1. European Museum Academy Chairman.

5.	 Virtual museum
Every museum has its own website, nowadays. In general 
such websites offer useful information about opening hours, 
entrance fees, exhibitions, educational programmes, events 
etc. But that’s not a virtual museum.
A virtual museum shows [a selection of] its collections, present 
exhibitions with a lot of  background information, has serious 
interactive games and offers as a helpdesk answers to requests 
and questions of  its users. Not all content has to be free of  
charge: for games and the helpdesk for instance a fee   has 
to be paid. Advertisements on the website of  sponsors and 
suppliers can become a substantial source of  income.
Thanks to the virtual activities a museum can be linked with 
many similar museums all over the world. And the museum 
can become a partner in Europeana, an EU funded [€ 150 
million] project in which museums, libraries and archives 
collections are connected.
Moreover, the virtual museum is an excellent tool for the 
promotion of  the physical museum.
6.	 Extra income
All  museums can generate more income when they have a 
closer look at their premises, their facilities and their visitors 
[by means of  a visitor survey].
The turnover of  the café/restaurant, the shop sales, the hire 
of  space, merchandising and special events can all bring in 
more money if  museums meet the desires and expectations 
of  its stakeholders i.e. all ‘partners’ which play a role in the 
daily existence of  the museum [authorities, funds, sponsors, 
visitors etc.].
As I have said, I restricted myself  to just 6 examples which 
might help museums to survive in an era of  severe cuts. In 
these days the spirit, strength and perseverance of  the people 
working in a museum are the most important element.



Nordic museums and the crisis
Lars Amréus1

What are the effects of  the global economic crisis for the 
Swedish – and Nordic – museums? And what are the strategies 
museums are adopting to meet this situation? The scope of  
this presentation is primarily the situation in Sweden, which 
is the context in which I can lay any serious claim to have 
in-depth knowledge of  in my capacity as Director General 
for the National Historical Museums and as chairman of  the 
Association of  Swedish Museums. 
However, since I did have the opportunity to bring this topic 
up with some Nordic colleagues in the autumn of  2010, I will 
attempt to present the situation in a wider Nordic perspective 
by sharing some of  my colleagues’ experiences and reflections. 
So: To which extent are the Swedish and the Nordic museums 
affected by the global economic crisis? Let me present the 
answer to that question in the form of  a weather forecast for 
museums in the Nordic countries (fig. 1).
The forecast for Sweden is – perhaps somewhat surprisingly 
– fairly sunny with some clouds forming during the day. 
Temperatures expected to reach comfortable 20 degrees, with 
some regional and local variations. Generally speaking, the 
forecast for the National Museums is expected to be slightly 
more favorable than that for the regional and local museums. 
Some privately owned museums are hitting high temperatures, 
while others are struggling under cloudy skies.
Sweden is one of  the European countries least affected by 
the bad weather – or global economic crisis – that we are now 
experiencing. It is perhaps the country within the EU with the 
strongest economy at the present time. Standing outside the 
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of  the wealthiest nations on the earth, with vast economic 
resources stored away in gigantic funds. 
As of  August 2010 there were no budget cuts in the forecast 
for Norwegian National Museums, although a slightly more 
cautious economic climate was predicted. Presumably, what 
we will actually see is the government spending somewhat less 
new money on prestigious new reforms rather than severe 
budget cuts. Major reforms to merger museums are under 
way or have already been carried out and may lead to more 
cost-effective management.
Moving on to Denmark we see a slightly less favorable forecast 
than in Sweden and Norway. The prediction as of  August 
2010 was fairly sunny, but with somewhat heavier clouds than 
in Sweden and Norway building up. Denmark, having been 
hit slightly harder by the crisis than Sweden and Norway, will 
actually be seeing some actual cuts in government museum 
spending 2011, although in a European perspective it is not 
dramatic. Cuts of  around one percent have been mentioned 
for the National Museum, the biggest museum in the Nordic 
countries with more than 550 employees.
Moving out over the Atlantic Ocean quick stops can be made 
on the Faroe Islands and on Greenland – two autonomous 
countries within the Kingdom of  Denmark. Here the weather 
is rapidly worsening. Cloudy skies with budget cuts for 
museums are already in place. The reduced funding is being 
met by organizational changes, bringing smaller museums and 
heritage institutions into bigger organizations with consequent 
staff  reductions.
But it is on Iceland that we are seeing the worst weather at 
the present time with dark clouds and rain. Few countries 
in Europe have been hit harder by the financial crisis than 
Iceland. Deep cuts have been made in public spending, 
including museums. The single most important museum in 
Iceland, The National Museum, is bracing itself  for 10 percent 
cuts and wage cuts for staff  of  up to 30 percent. Taking into 
account the weakening of  the Icelandic currency the wage 

Euro zone, Sweden is not as affected as many other countries 
by the economic turmoil that we are now experiencing in 
Europe.
As of  yet there have been no real indications of  substantial 
loss of  public spending on Swedish museums. There has 
been an increase in museum attendance 2008-2009. Foreign 
tourism to Sweden is increasing and domestic tourism is also 
at high and stable levels. 
However, the long term forecast is uncertain. A worsening 
economic climate may hit Sweden harder in the near future. 
Sweden is economically highly dependent on its exports to the 
global markets, and in particular to the other Nordic countries 
and to Germany. 
The clouds in the Swedish museums-forecast relate at least 
partially to the fact that we have witnessed increased caution 
when it comes to corporate spending. This was perhaps even 
more so in an earlier phase of  the crisis, when corporations 
were unsure of  the situation and thus more reluctant to 
spend money. Presumably this may have led to fewer sponsor 
agreements being signed and to the loss of  revenue from 
corporate hire etc. for certain museums, although it should be 
pointed out that the proportion of  such revenues is probably 
lower in Sweden than in many other European countries. 
Presently, however, government finances are strong and 
new tax cuts and other reforms are being planned by the 
government. Although very little reform money is expected 
to find its way into the cultural budget, there are no actual cuts 
planned in the budget for the National museums at this point 
in time. The situation for the regional and local level is more 
complex. A new system for distributing government funding 
to regional cultural institutions, including regional museums, 
will be implemented in 2011, and the concrete effects for 
those museums are yet uncertain.
Turning to Norway, we see a similar museums-forecast. 
Economically, Norway can rely on its oil economy, being one 
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Greater need for advocacy
Greater need for advocacy is perhaps not an effect solely 
as a result of  the Crisis, but it may be argued that the need 
for informing decision-makers and the general public about 
what museums do and what they can contribute to society 
has certainly increased against the backdrop of  the global 
economic crisis. Certainly, there is an increased awareness 
among museums professionals as to the need for coordinated 
and strategic advocacy on behalf  of  the Swedish museums 
sector as a whole. 

Notes
1. President of  the Swedish Museum Association. 

cuts are even more substantial. Redundancies are expected.
Also, with an economy heavily relying on foreign tourism 
Iceland was recently hit hard by the volcanic eruption of  
Eyafjatlajökull, with cancelled flight traffic and loss of  visitors 
with a consequent loss of  revenue.
So, and again from a mainly Swedish perspective, what are the 
priorities and reactions emerging in this context? What are the 
strategies museums are adopting to meet this challenge? The 
answer is complex and dependent of  the concrete situation 
for the individual museum, but I wish to sketch out some key 
strategies that I believe are relevant.
Diversified museum economies
Museums in Sweden and the Nordic countries as a whole are 
continuing to be highly reliant on public funding. However, 
it may be argued that museums increasingly are looking for 
ways to diversify their incomes to become less reliant on 
government funding. Even if  public funding hasn’t decreased 
in Sweden yet, there is an increased awareness that this might 
not be the case forever.
Increased efficiency
We have already seen mergers into fewer and bigger units in 
Sweden with the aim of  reducing costs and to working more 
efficiently. As pointed out earlier, this is also the case in the 
Faroe Islands and in Greenland. Several Norwegian museums 
have already merged into bigger units, a process that has been 
supported by the fact that this was not linked to actual budget 
cuts, but quite the opposite. The mergers were facilitated by 
an increase in public funding. 
At least in Sweden we are seeing an increased focus on 
co-operation between museums as an alternative strategy 
to mergers. The National Museums are now working by 
government decree to develop increased co-operation in 
several fields. The primary focus is to use the resources more 
efficiently, to reduce costs and to avoid any unnecessary 
multitasking. 



Museums and the challenge of  the 
new digital culture

(English abstract)1 

Alessandro Bollo2 

At present, museums are going through a complex period; 
this is due to many elements, that often have nothing to do 
with the museum world. Looking in particular at the Italian 
situation, it is difficult to say if  the Italian museum system 
has become stronger or, on the contrary, weaker during the 
last 20 years. Probably both answers are true. The number of  
museums has increased; they have become more accessible 
and modern; changes have been brought up, which have 
expanded the role of  museums and the “social” range of  
their actions. Administrative, management and organizational 
criteria have been checked, to improve process efficiency and 
effectiveness of  the results. However, choices that apparently 
testified the vitality and strengthening of  the system have later 
proved to be the cause of  unpredictable side effects: e.g., the 
policy of  infrastructure investment did not go along with an 
equally extraordinary effort to identify and test new models 
of  governance and management; as a consequence, the social 
end economic sustainability of  the system as a whole has 
been threatened.
Within this ever changing context, a further element of  
discontinuity, that is having and will have a deep impact in 
the museum system, has to be considered: the rise of  a new 
global digital culture. In recent years, the widespread use of  
technology, its decreasing costs, the convergence between 
Communication and Information, the emergence of  “long 
tail” economies,  as well as the rise of  the Web 2.0 are just 
some of  the most significant phenomena on a global level.



32 Proceedings of  The Kenneth Hudson Seminar 2010 33Museums and the challenge of  the new digital culture 

yy Strengthening participation and sharing of  content and 
ideas; 

yy Improving accessibility to the collections and to the 
“hidden” and “invisible” heritage. 

Moreover, new digital tools are communication channels 
that allow a more spontaneous and closer relationship 
between museum and users. By integrating more formal and 
“institutional” communication (i.e. website) together with 
the more spontaneous “social tools” (blogs, social networks, 
in particular), web communication represents an important 
advantage, also because this “simplified” communication 
style allows to be more effective towards a new public: not 
only young people (the so-called “digital natives”), but also 
other audiences, that are maybe less assiduous and not very 
well involved in the lives of  cultural institutions. 
The new web can represent a qualitative leap in the relation 
between museums and public, but only if  these new tools will 
not be confined exclusively to communication and marketing 
aims.   It is not enough to open a page on Facebook or on 
Twitter to showcase or to promote. The real challenge is 
to create spaces for conversation, places where to stimulate 
debate and discussion around issues and topics of  interest 
(not necessarily strictly and exclusively related to the 
specific museum or institution). This involves an exercise 
of  “relationships maintenance”, which is time consuming in 
spite of  the low implementation costs.
New digital frontiers allow to deal with listening and 
evaluation of  issues brought up by the public with more 
awareness, but new criteria (beyond the number of  fans and 
users) are needed to evaluate the effectiveness - mainly in 
quality terms - the vitality and richness of  all conversations 
and interactions that liven up the digital world. To prompt 
participation by the public, museums are starting to stimulate 
the production of  user-generated content and they are using 
it for multiple purposes through online and offline initiatives. 

Museums have been affected by these changes, especially if  
their daily work is concerned with listening and reacting to 
the demands of  the public. The use of  Internet and access 
to new technologies have increased, and they involve a larger 
and larger group of  users. These changes inevitably have an 
impact on the consumption of  art and culture. 
In Britain, a research commissioned by the Arts Council of  
England on the “digital audiences” and their link with art 
and culture reveals that over half  of  the UK population uses 
online social networks at least once a month, and about one 
quarter of  them shares information about cultural events 
with friends.  
The following effects, opportunities and limitations of  applying 
the so-called Web 2.0 on “digital and real public policies” 
can be noticed: a widening access to the artistic scientific 
and cultural content, the spread of  the communication 
channels, the strengthening of  the educational experience, the 
consolidation of  a sense of  community and belonging and 
new participation models. 
An overview on the most significant international experiences 
shows a rapidly changing landscape, often characterised by 
highly interdisciplinary projects which are able to involve 
several functions of  the museum organisation.  
The objectives of  these digital projects, despite their diversity, 
can be summarized as follows: 
yy Diversification and “lightening” of  traditional 
communication; 

yy Expansion of  the social base and interception of  new 
public; 

yy Intensification of  the visit experience; 
yy Improving listening and speaking skills; 
yy Construction of  digital and real “communities”; 
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Some examples are the “It’s time we met!” campaign of  
the Metropolitan Museum of  Art, the “Wedding fashion” 
initiative of   the Victoria & Albert Museum or the “Graffiti” 
exhibition of  the Brooklyn Museum. 
As usual, in a period of  transition it becomes difficult to assess 
the cultural, economic and organisational impacts and the 
more or less unwanted side effects of  innovative solutions. 
The fast development of  new communication systems does 
not help to constructively compare the adopted solutions and 
the achieved results.   
The new digital culture poses to cultural heritage institutions 
a challenging question: are museums ready for this new 
kind of  visitor, which will be “genetically modified” as he 
is continuously exposed to new models of  social sharing, 
decision making and artistic products manipulation? 
Could the definition of  visitor simply become reductive or 
even out-of-date?

Notes
1. Translated from Italian by Manuela Pereira.
2. Head of  Research and Consultancy Unit of  Fondazione Fitzcarraldo 
and he teaches cultural marketing at the Faculty of  Architecture of  the 
Polytechnic of  Turin. He’s the editor of  “Fizz. Oltre il marketing culturale” 
the Italian online platform on cultural policy and management.
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Resources, limitations and cultural 
heritage preservation. A realistic 

approach
Andrea Sartori1

Identifying the design’s primary objectives2 
The primary objectives of  each project must be clearly 
identified ahead of  the design process and must be kept 
in mind throughout the project up to and including the 
construction phase.
Independent of  the cultural message and specific features 
of  every museum project, the construction of  a single case 
or complete exhibit installation should be guided by the 
following objectives:
a.	 The product should meet the functional requirements of  

the Client or User (Curator and Keeper) with respect to 
exhibition content and available gallery space.

b.	 The project should be feasible within the confines of  
available methods and resources.

c.	 The project must be completed on budget and on time.
Project goals interact and may sometimes be incompatible. 
It is therefore essential that they should be clearly visible 
throughout the project, and ranked by priority.
How to reach these targets?
Holistic empirical method
The Goppion’s working method is interdisciplinary, for it is 
our daily practice to deal with and analyze complex systems 
characterized by ever-changing components and properties.
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Awareness of  the interaction between project goals will 
ensure that a change in one project requirement will entail a 
reassessment of  all the others.
Interactions can take place in every phase and for every aspect 
of  the project. Think of  a good project as a puzzle in which 
all the pieces (the systems and components) interlock to form 
the whole picture. If  a part changes shape, it will no longer 
fit into the puzzle unless one or more adjacent pieces are 
changed too.

To find satisfactory solutions, it is essential to maintain close 
and continuous dialogue between all project players from the 
very outset. The user must also be able to physically evaluate 
various features, in particular by testing on prototypes. For 
example, the Israel Museum, during the prototyping of  the 
vast Bronfman Archaeology Wing (over 300 display modules), 
sent its own handling manager to our Laboratorio in order to 

As an engineering company, part of  our maturing and growth 
into a “global player” has consisted in adopting a “holistic” 
approach. In a continuously evolving and ever more complex 
world, we have been inevitably led to implement a project- 
and product-development system that is broader and 
interdisciplinary - and centred on the human dimension. 
This philosophy makes it a priority for us to treat the 
“Laboratorio” as a meeting-place and a forum for comparing 
skills, experience, and knowledge.
The holistic concept is based on sharing and integrating 
knowledge. Do not take anything for granted, but tackle 
every problem and challenge with an open mind: this attitude 
broadens our prospects and develops the ability to think 
critically, analytically, and “outside the box.” The successes 
obtained in the most complex and demanding museum 
installations are born from a comparative process that 
rests on the experience and ideas of  specialists, designers, 
and technicians. These successes result from laboratory 
experimentation and trials to verify, test, and adjust projects, 
as well as to develop new solutions and products.
Goppion combines the spirit and practice of  craftsmanship 
with a modern organization, fit to compete in the new global 
environments where the pursuit of  quality over quantity is 
still recognized as a formula for excellence.
Interaction
At Goppion, every project begins with a discussion panel in 
which all the issues and objectives are identified and assessed. 
The best way to take decisions on construction choices is 
to define the main requirements and reach agreement on 
them. This dialogue enables us to propose solutions that 
meet requirements by combining experience, creativity, and 
enthusiasm. Goppion’s holistic working method ensures that 
the concerns of  each working-group member are taken into 
account, and that the outcome will exceed the sum of  all the 
inputs.
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respect to the other project phases. Now we talk, in particular, 
about two phases strictly related to the topics of  resources 
limitations: The design development and feasibility study, and 
the Protoryping.

Design development and Feasibility study
The key point to keep safe the project inside the budget is the 
phase of  design development and feasibility study. This phase 
consists of  defining and detailing the construction, which 
must comply with the visual language agreed upon earlier. It 
is at this point that Goppion experts become involved. They 
will work with the Exhibit Designer to define construction 
solutions.

assess the solutions identified and applied not so much for 
technical quality but—above all—for functionality and ease 
of  use.
Similarly, senior staff  members of  the Museum of  the 
American Indian, the New York branch of  the Smithsonian 
Institution, came to the Laboratorio to test the efficiency 
of  the lighting systems. From the U.S., they brought 
reproductions of  the objects to be exhibited and samples of  
the visual displays.
Innovation
Since its inception, the Goppion Method has relied on 
balanced interdisciplinary and interpersonal cooperation. 
It encourages creativity and innovation, which we regard 
as crucial to attaining project quality and objectives. In this 
respect, Goppion stands clearly apart from its competitors, 
who are more inclined to fit museum demands into their 
standard product range.
Design to cost or cost effectiveness
The principles of  “value for money” or “cost effectiveness” 
are key elements in Goppion’s engineering-design process. In 
some cases, significant spending limits oblige us to develop 
the project on a “design-to-cost” basis. While this constraint 
influences the project, the result is not necessarily inferior 
if  the budget ceiling is incorporated into the design process 
from the very start along with the other main factors.
The engineering-design process
We can depict the engineering-design process as a layered 
pyramid, to be read from the top down. Each stratum shows 
a phase that needs to be factored into the development of  
the entire project. However, the scope of  each phase can 
vary according to the entity involved and the characteristics 
of  the individual project. We have chosen the pyramid shape 
to emphasize the key role of  the museological project and 
operational requirements—expressed by the Museum—with 
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This system is the fruit of  many years of  labor, tests, and 
challenges that form a springboard toward the future - in 
our constant quest for technological solutions dedicated 
to creating the world’s very best cases for protecting and 
displaying our cultural heritage.
System Q is named after the “articulated quadrilateral” 
(quadrilatero articolato), a kinematic system composed of  
four rigid arms connected two by two. All opening systems 
of  Goppion display cases are based on the system. They 
include cases with doors moving on articulated hinges or 
on sliding guides with connecting rods; “glass box” models 
with extendable pantographs; tilt-opening cases; and “pull & 
slide” models. System Q comprises more than thirty models 
of  specialized museum display cases in a range of  nearly 
200,000 variants corresponding to the different combinations 
of  measurements, functions, and accessories. 
Designers and curators can achieve maximum customization 
of  their exhibition concept comfortable in the knowledge that 
the cases will not only function perfectly in terms of  display 
and preventive conservation but also serve to underline and 
express the museum’s identity and cultural message.
System Q is our way of  offering the market a range of  
museum display cases for which the engineering has already 
been developed. Thanks to this know-how, we can tailor 
the System to any type of  exhibit layout for any type of  
museum. For this purpose, Goppion stimulates and promotes 
exchanges between exhibition curators, in charge of  preparing 
the cultural message; museum conservationists who need 
to guarantee the physical integrity of  the objects; exhibit 
designers, who will give shape to the project in the museum’s 
physical spaces and integrate it into them; project managers 
(when present), who must control - and, if  possible, improve 
- schedule and budget compliance.
These exchanges produce a dialogue that tackles sometimes 
contradictory requirements to produce integrated solutions, 
bringing all the players together into a unified whole.

This is a critical phase, in which the technical and operational 
requirements are combined with structural and dimensional 
specifications. This could require a tradeoff, in which all 
participants must be involved and fully aware of  the pros and 
cons of  each alternative, so as to obtain the optimal solution. 
In this phase, the Exhibit Designer cooperates with Goppion 
engineers to specify the technological systems and equipment, 
and to position them in the overall exhibit plan.
In this phase, Goppion’s Cost-Estimating Office monitors 
project progress to ensure compliance with the initial budget.
The studies performed in this phase may indicate the 
desirability of  enhancing project performance in certain areas. 
The Client may then decide to accept the recommendations, 
bearing the costs if  needed.
Prototyping
The prototype, on the other hand, is a key instrument that 
serves (1) to verify the product’s feasibility; (2) to give all 
players (Museum director, curators, keepers, donors, designers, 
and others) a means to confirm that the product meets their 
individual demands and expectations. 
Dialogue is of  crucial importance even in the prototyping 
phase, not only for the engineering-design process, but also 
in the subsequent prototype fabrication and testing. These 
steps will yield firm conclusions that, in turn, will make it 
possible to move swiftly and decisively to the final phase: the 
manufacture of  all the products avoid to lose time and money 
in the further phases.
Suggestion for practical solutions: create a system
To give answer to the problem of  budget reduction and 
resources limitation in museums field, Goppion has developed   
a system, called System Q structured as a set of  proven 
technical solutions that offers high performance available at 
standard prices.
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The Romanian current experience
Virgil Stefan Nitulescu1 

Romania started its journey towards the market economy 
and democracy with a profound economic decay that ended 
only in 1998. 1999 was the first year of  stability and, starting 
with 2000, the economy began its growth. It was a steady 
growth, which culminated in 2008, when Romania’s economy 
hit almost an 8% growth, the most important in the whole 
European Union. However, the high was the way up, the 
way down was more painful. Already, by the end of  2008, 
the first signs of  the crisis appeared, also, in Romania. The 
Government has managed to keep it at a low level, but, at the 
beginning of  2009, the hit was extremely painful for all the 
public institutions, including museums. 2010 was even worse.
Museums have also had their good and bad moments, 
depending, mainly, on the economic situation. However, this 
was not the only reason for increasing or decreasing their 
budgets. Most of  the Romanian museums are under the 
authority of  the counties and municipalities. Only less than 
25 are under the central authorities (mainly, the Ministry of  
Culture and National Heritage). It means that for most of  the 
museums, the interest of  the local authorities was instrumental 
in keeping or not museums alive and active. Unfortunately, 
in spite of  all the efforts, many of  the museum directors, 
in Romania, are still appointed not for professional merits, 
but in relation with their personal connections with the local 
political leaders. So, many times, if  the museum directors 
were appreciated – in fact, for any reason whatsoever – by 
the local leaders, the museums would have obtained good 
budgets; if  not, no. Leaving this aside, if  in 2008, compared 
with 1998, museums’ budgets increased for about 10 times 
(both in the national currency or in euro and considering, 
also, inflation), in only 2 years, 2009 and 2010, the budgets 

Notes
1. Laboratorio Museotecnico Goppion, Milan.
2. Those topics are treated more exhaustively in the volume Goppion – 
Permanent Museum Installations, by Laboratorio Museotecnico Goppion, 
(Milan, 2011).
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Museums facing the crisis: challenge 
or opportunity?

Ilde Rizzo1

From an economic perspective, museums can be considered 
productive units- using inputs to produce a wide array of  
outputs-   with major differences   as far as their content, 
size, reputation and institutional features are concerned 
(Frey–Meier, 2006). These differences have quantitative and 
qualitative impacts on museums activities. 
Museums’ mission and performance are severely affected 
by the set of  incentives they face, as deriving mainly by the 
institutional context and by the governance system. Looking 
at the effects of  the economic crisis on museums from such a 
perspective might provide some policy indications and useful 
hints to address the future.

In the background … before the crisis
After the Second World War, developed countries have 
experienced an overall increase of  cultural supply. The number 
of  museums has increased dramatically: Johnson (2003) 
reports some 40,000 museums worldwide, of  which 19,000 
in Europe and with more than 50% of  existing museums 
created in the last 50 years.
A progressive enlargement of  the concept of  cultural heritage 
has been experienced, too: Benhamou (2003, p.255)   refers 
to  “historical additions”, since “ever more recent buildings 
are included as they represent the national heritage of  the 
future” and to   “typological extension”, since “new listings 

decreased with about 30%. The salaries were diminished, in 
2010, with 25% for any budgetary person in Romania, which 
made things more difficult for museums, not only because the 
personnel was discouraged to work as hard as they did before, 
but also because the visitors had less and less money to spend 
in museums. 
Facing this entire extremely harsh economic environment, 
museums were forced to innovate. Not only partnerships with 
private enterprises were encouraged, but also bold initiatives, 
like those of  organising events that would seem, somehow, far 
away from the museums’ scope, form all kind of  fairs up to 
purely commercial events. On the cultural side, most of  the 
museums have started to host very different kind of  events: 
theatre performances, public lectures, conferences, concerts 
etc. The museum I have the honour to lead for the moment, 
the National Museum of  the Romanian Peasant, a former 
winner of  the European Museum of  the Year Award, in 1996, 
is a very good example for this kind of  attitude. It became a 
kind of  cultural forum or cultural centre, preserving, however, 
all its functions as museum. It is exactly this fact that attracted 
more visitors to the museum in the last year.
We may ask ourselves if  this is the bright side of  the crisis – if  
there is such a side – to bring museums to their limits. 
Unfortunately, not all of  the museums have managed to 
survive. Some were closed down by the local authorities, 
which preferred to sacrifice them, instead of  cutting their 
beaurocratic apparatus, paid from the same budgetary sources. 
The closing down did not affect the visiting programme, as in 
all the cases, the museums were merged in bigger (but mostly 
not functional) museums.
It is to be hoped that once the crises will end (presumably, in 
2011), museums will be ready to recover in the next three or 
four years, but not sooner. Hopefully, their experience during 
the time of  crises would be used for better times.  

Notes
1. Director General of  National Museum al Taranalui, Bucarest.
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significance of  cultural heritage and museums, in terms 
of  the income that they generate directly and indirectly. 
However, caution should be used when evaluating impact: the 
opportunity costs of  public resources which are diverted from 
other investments are usually disregarded. The non-market 
consumption benefits linked to use and non-use values are 
relevant and need to be taken into account, too (Seaman, 
2003). Moreover, though the competitiveness of  cities of  
culture is increasingly relying on culture, the evidence on the 
effectiveness of  cultural projects as determinants of  urban 
growth is not unambiguous (Evans, 2005). 

Though the economic evaluation of  cultural heritage and 
museums activities is outside the scope of  this short paper, 
what matters here is to outline that the capability of  cultural 
heritage and museums to meet citizens’ demand and to score 
the expected results in terms of  ‘public interest’ depends on the 
features of  the collective decision-making process underlying 
cultural policies and on the mix of  public and private activities 
which is generated.   Relevant differences, in fact, do exist, 
in the size and features of  the public intervention across 
countries: according to van der Ploeg (2006), the systems 
of  cultural policy in Europe follows different institutional 
approaches, ranging from state-driven, bureaucratic systems  
(such as the Italian one) to arms-length systems  (operating 
in UK), with some countries (such as Germany) exhibiting a 
marked decentralized system. A complex decentralized system 
does characterizes United States with the specific feature that 
not-for-profit producers play a major role,   “arms-length” 
relations between government and not-for profit cultural 
providers are quite well spread and a very relevant   share 
of  government support is provided indirectly through tax 
concessions (Netzer, 2006).  

In the different institutional contexts museums face different 
incentives and, therefore, behave in different ways. The final 

included gardens, original decor in restaurants, cafés, shops 
and swimming pools, parts of  the nation’s industrial heritage”. 
A similar phenomenon has occurred at international level: for 
instance, Frey and Steiner (2011) outline that the World Heritage 
List contains very different properties and has continually 
expanded through time, reaching the number of  919 Sites of  
which more than 70% relates to cultural heritage. 
The size and the composition of  the stock of  cultural heritage 
and, more in general, of  cultural supply, can be considered 
as the endogenous product of  the public decision-making 
process, with experts hired by government playing a major 
role (Peacock-Rizzo, 2008). Cultural heritage and market 
services are usually not sold on the market and government 
intervenes everywhere, with different modes in different 
countries: cultural heritage and museum activities utilize 
resources (land, labour, capital and other inputs) which might 
have other uses and, therefore, have an opportunity cost and 
a price. Indeed, the enlargement of  cultural supply might 
generate sustainability problems in terms of  the amount 
of  resources needed for the conservation and all the other 
activities related to the enhancement cultural heritage and 
museums; the extent of  the sustainability problems crucially 
depends also on the size of  benefits that cultural heritage and 
museums are able to produce.  

The economic and institutional dimensions
The economic importance of  cultural heritage and museums, 
in terms of  income and employment, has been increasingly 
emphasized. Cultural heritage and museums are considered 
tools to foster local development and to improve urban 
economic conditions: cultural tourism (though ‘elusive’) is 
advocated as a strategic factor and the social effects (such 
as the enhancement of  the sense of  identity, education) are 
stressed, too. 
Impact studies are widely used to measure the economic 
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According to the evidence reported in various issues of  the  
Arts Newspaper, at a first stage, North American museums 
seem to have experienced more dramatic situations than 
European ones,  probably because they rely more on private 
sponsorship and endowments – which have been severely 
affected  by the recession- while European museums  receive 
more government funding (Kaufman-Bailey, 2009).   Some 
figures can be useful to offer an insight of  the quantitative 
dimension of  the problem: for instance, the portfolio of  
the Getty Trust in Los Angeles, lost $1.5bn in 2008; the 
Metropolitan Museum’s endowment shrank from $2.9bn to 
less than $2.1bn; the Seattle Art Museum has lost $5.8m in 
annual rental and related income from its tenant Washington 
Mutual, a bank that leases eight floors of  a tower jointly 
owned with the museum. (Kaufman, 2009b).  
Specific additional problems have been experienced by those 
museums depending on ‘parent organizations’, e.g.  museums 
that are part of  a college or university or are organized under 
municipal, county, or state government (American Association 
of  Museums, 2008). In fact,   when ‘parent organizations’ 
face severe budget constraints and make financial cuts the 
museum may bear a disproportionate portion of  the burden; 
an extreme example is offered by the Rose Art Museum which 
has been closed with its collection sold, as a consequence of  
the drop in  Brandeis University’s endowment and the need  
to raise operating funds for the University (Ellis, 2009). 
At the same time, as Ellis (2009) points out, increasing 
public expenditure constraints have led to prioritize public 
support toward fields, such as health, housing, employment, 
education and the environment, their crisis generating more 
social concern than the difficulties in museums activities, also 
because most of  them, have dedicated great attention to VIP 
events, aimed at capturing the very wealthy donors rather 
than being socially involved and engaged in the community.  
However, the evidence on government behaviour is not 
unambiguous across the various layers of  government. Vogel 
(2008) reports in 2008 the cut of  2.5% in the spending of  the 

output mix of  a museum is chosen by the organisation and 
to what extent it reflects museums managers’ priorities or is 
demand-oriented depends on the ownership pattern (public, 
not for profit and private museums) and on the different 
incentives characterizing the different institutional contexts.  
The analysis of  the reactions of  museums in front of  the 
crisis offers some evidence in this respect and provides some 
useful hints for the future.

Museums and the crisis 
Recession has significantly impacted on the cultural sector 
and has generated several quantitative and qualitative effects 
on museums. Without pretending to offer an exhaustive 
analysis of  the recession effects, since evidence is scattered 
and variegated across countries and institutions, in what 
follows some implications will be highlighted. 
First of  all, it is widely recognized that, as a consequence of  
the crisis, museums have experienced a reduction in their 
revenue. The dimension of  this effect, however,  depends on 
the composition of  the museums revenue and on the relative 
weight of  the different sources of  finance, e.g. public grants 
as well as private money (e.g. income generated from entrance 
fees, revenue from commercial activities, memberships, 
donations, sponsorship and endowment income). In fact, 
in general terms the recession has negatively impacted on 
public as well as on private sector, implying, among the other 
things, a drastic reduction of  public budgets, a decrease in 
international tourism demand and a different attitude of  
sponsorship. The composition of  revenue differs according 
with the institutional features of  museums and with their 
reputation and size; moreover, the evidence for governments’ 
behaviour as well as the demand trends are variegated across 
countries. As a consequence, interesting differences can be 
envisaged across institutions, also offering room for a broad 
spectrum of  perspectives for the future.
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Minneapolis Institute of  Arts has cancelled “Surreal Things” 
from London’s Victoria & Albert Museum or  the Walters Art 
Museum in Baltimore  cancelled a 2010 exhibition of  Jean-
Léon Gérôme planned with Paris’s Musée d’Orsay and the 
Getty.

Not only reductions on the expenditure side have been 
adopted but also countermeasures on the revenue side, such 
as the increase in admission fees practised, for instance, by the 
Art Institute of  Chicago, the Philadelphia Art Museum and 
the Brooklyn Art Museum. 
Though less quickly than in the US, the effects of  the crisis 
have been experienced in the European cultural sector, too. 
The current situation is well summarized by Carvajal (2011) 
who observes   that European museums,  having   relied on 
government subsidies at the beginning of  recession had 
avoided  the drastic measures adopted in 2009 by the American 
museums when their endowments decreased because of  the 
financial crisis. But now also European arts institutions are 
facing a squeeze because of  the reduction in government 
subsidies and corporate donations. As a consequence, new 
revenue sources are looked for. Figures are quite impressive: 
in 2010, UK government cut funds between 25% and 30% 
claiming that the system should move toward the US model, 
encouraging donations and gift (Adam–Pes, 2010). As Walker 
(2010) outlines, a number of   English local museums, relying  on 
central government for about 80% of  their budget, forecast a 
dramatic future after the announcement that the  Department 
for Culture, Media and Sport will cease supporting them in 
four years.  In the Netherlands, the government will reduce 
arts spending by 20 percent in   the next four years, though 
it seems that museums will not bear the worst burden; in 
France, the Louvre’s state subsidy drastically decreased to just 
over half  of  the museum’s 2010 budget (it was 75% in 2001).  
In Italy the state budget for culture, already reduced in 2011, 
forecasts drastic decreases in the next three years (almost 4% 

Department of  cultural affairs of  the City of  New York with 
an additional 5 % cut in the next year; on the other hand, the 
National Endowment for the Arts (NEA) and the Smithsonian 
Institution have received a small financial provision as part of  
the Federal Bailout Bill, though there were fears that cultural 
organisations would be have been excluded. 
The decrease in revenue has induced USA museums to 
adopt a wide array of  short-term as well as long-term 
countermeasures. Many museums have made changes in 
their governance, staffing, and operations.  A long and very 
diversified list can be put up, involving reduction of  the 
opening hours,   staff  cut, temporary recruitment freeze, 
general expenses cut, reductions in expenses in the retail 
business,   postponement or cancellation of  exhibitions, 
postponement of  renovation and expansion plans and de-
accessioning, Again, some examples can be useful to show the 
extent of  the crisis effects. As Kaufmann (2009a and 2009b) 
reports, the survey of  around 40 museums, conducted by 
The Art Newspaper in December 2008, revealed that nearly all 
directors had begun reducing between 5% and 20% of  their 
2009 budgets and were preparing for deeper cuts in 2010. The 
Guggenheim Museum has cut 10% of  its operating budget 
and the Los Angeles County Museum of  Art initiated a staff  
freeze and cut back on travel. The Metropolitan Museum of  
Art operated major cuts in expenses in the retail business: 8 
of  23 stores nationwide were closed with 127 merchandising 
positions redundant; the Detroit Institute of  Arts dismissed 
20% of  its employees (and also curatorial positions) and cut 
almost 20% of  its 2010 budget; the Indianapolis Museum of  
Art  cut 10% of  its staff  and 15% of  its operating expenses, 
and slowed the pace for opening its Fairbanks Art and Nature 
Park. 
A number of  museums have reduced costly travelling 
exhibitions planned with other museums, generating 
a negative impact on the originating institutions, since 
presenting an exhibition at several venues spreads costs or 
raises the revenue (Kaufman-Bailey, 2009; for instance, the 
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institutions are the more “elastic” their reaction is likely to be. 
Not for profit museums would seem better equipped to face 
such a challenge because of  their higher degree of  autonomy, 
motivation and commitment while publicly owned museums, 
being constrained in their management, are likely to react as 
passive adjusters to the challenges imposed by the recession. 

What direction? As a consequence of  recession, museums’ 
boards and directors who have been so far more motivated by 
peer approval than involved in socially relevant and engaging 
activities will have to change their attitudes.  Broadly speaking, 
economic, social and environmental sustainability issues, 
which have been undervalued in the recent past, acquire 
increasing relevance. Diversified responses are likely to occur 
since the capability of  museums of  developing positive 
attitudes depends on the incentives they face, which, in turn, 
are affected by the institutional context in which they operate. 
According to Lohman (2010), the crisis can offer opportunities 
to enhance the relationship with the public, to increase and 
qualify the relationships across institutions and to change the 
attitude toward society. 
Relationship with the public. There is an increasing debate 
about promoting active citizen participation, not just to get 
an economic advantage through the volunteers, but as a 
programme for involving citizens in the museum activities; 
the use of  trained volunteers produces not only efficiency but 
also a better mix between the staff  and the public and an 
increase in the sense of  belonging to the organisation.  
Relationships across institutions. An emerging tendency is the 
enhancement of  partnership; it may be helpful for large as well 
as small museums to reduce the existing excess of  capacity. 
Kaufman (2009b) reports that 5 of  63 museum directors 
surveyed by the American Association of  Museums take 
into consideration mergers with other institutions or groups. 
Collaboration generates benefits in terms of  economies of  

per year) coupled with likely reduction in the regional and 
local cultural spending as a consequence of  the severe cuts in 
the state subsidies to regional and local governments. Overall, 
as a consequence of  such a framework, major museums, 
within the institutional constraints they face, are exploring 
alternative ways to raise money increasing ticket prices, 
reducing staff, sending masterworks on global tours, pointing 
towards increasing individual donations and at the same time 
developing ‘aggressive’ and somehow disputed commercial 
strategies.  

Alongside the difficulties generated by public subsidies, a 
variegated scenario occurs as far as private and not-for-profit 
revenue are concerned. As Higgins (2011) reports,  Art Fund, 
the UK’s biggest art charity, intends to increase its support 
for galleries to buy works of  art by more than 50% by 2014; 
on the other hand,  Westall (2009) reports evidence of  cuts 
in sponsorships experienced by very well-known European 
museums, such as Albertina and Belvedere in Vienna. At the 
same time, there is also some evidence that the recession has 
also generated a change in sponsorship attitudes, both from 
the quantitative and quantitative point of  view. According 
with the results of  a survey conducted by Admical, the French 
corporate response to the crisis shows some interesting 
tendencies: 73% of  sponsorship budgets remain the same 
but in 91% of  cases where there is a reduction, the main 
reason relies on a reorientation toward activities which are 
more socially concerned: “cultural sponsorship needs to be 
perceived as about more than just exclusive VIP events” 
(Admical, 2009). 

Insights for the future
In principle, the effects of  the recession seem to be more 
severe the less flexible and diversified is the museum financing 
system, e.g. the stronger the dependence on only one or very 
few sources of  income. Moreover, the more autonomous 
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Flexible institutions, relying on diversified sources of  revenue 
and accountable toward their stakeholders seem to be better 
equipped to reshape their activities, while enhancing their 
mission and their role in the community; the evidence would 
also suggest that publicly funded museums, operating in 
arms’ length systems, face stronger incentive to address such 
a challenge in this direction, in the light of  ‘public interest’. 

Notes
1. Economist, University of  Catania, email: rizzor@unict.it.
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Responding to change: the 
economic crisis, museums and 
ecomuseological opportunities

Michelle L. Stefano1

The global economic crisis has exacerbated an already fragile 
situation for a large amount of  European museums and 
their financial stability.   Understandably, this is particularly 
relevant for those museums that rely on government funding, 
whether at national, regional or local levels.  While the current 
situation does differ across the continent, it can be argued that 
if  traditional funding sources for museological and heritage-
related activities diminish – or disappear altogether – museums 
will need to reassess their priorities and seek new partnerships 
in order to ensure their continued survival.  Accordingly, the 
following discussions, which argue for a more community-
based way forward, are predicated on two main ideas.  First, 
it is posited that the global economic crisis is local in nature, 
especially in relation to its impact on museums.  In particular, 
through an examination of  the current situation in the United 
Kingdom, it is stressed that museums at a whole range of  
geographical scales will become increasingly dependent on 
local-level government structures and funding sources.  Thus, 
the question arises: if  the impacts of  the economic crisis are 
increasingly localised, how can museums move forward using 
local-level resources?  

Second, in a counterintuitive sense, the crisis is also argued to 
offer a potential opportunity for museums to broaden their 
engagement with local communities and, thereby, recognise 
them as important stakeholders in the museum enterprise.  
Since alternative sources of  funding and labour may need to 
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Museums Association, 2010a).  For example, it is noted that 
the Department for Culture, Media and Sport (DCMS), which 
is responsible for allocating funds to the museum, gallery 
and library sector in England, has cut funding by 15% (see 
Museums Association, 2010b).  Moreover, the funding that 
DCMS provides to a large amount of  museums in England 
will come to an end by 2015 (Walker, 2010).   In Northern 
Ireland, the Department of  Culture, Arts and Leisure is 
expecting to cut funding by £ 14.5 million over the next four 
years (see Atkinson, 2010).  From these brief  examples, it is 
evident that the future of  UK museums is relatively uncertain.  
The significant reductions in funding have left many museums 
having to make difficult decisions about reducing staff, 
opening hours, and selling collections, to name a few.  

Nevertheless, what is most important to highlight is the fact 
that the economic crisis for UK museums is becoming an 
increasingly local problem, a prospect that other parts of  
Europe may also be facing.  Within the UK, however, this 
is predominantly due to recent movements to give local 
governments (local authority councils) more decision-
making power in funding the public services within their 
respective territories.  Most reflective of  this movement is 
the Localism Bill, which was proposed in December, 2010, 
and seeks to “shift power from central government back into 
the hands of  individuals, communities and councils” (UK 
Government, 2010).  Along similar lines, DCMS also plans 
to institute a more decentralised approach that leaves local 
authority councils with the responsibility for supporting their 
museums.   In its business plan for the next four years, it is 
stated that DCMS is currently looking to “identify options for 
relinquishing control and sponsorship of  each non-national 
museum currently funded by DCMS” (DCMS, 2010a: 17).

Although the crisis is becoming increasingly local in nature, 
it is also important to note that the museums affected by 

be sought, reliance on less-traditional ‘partners’, such as local 
communities, groups and individuals, can help museums to 
regain their balance.  As part of  this second idea, this paper 
explores the use of  ecomuseological philosophy as a more 
sustainable way forward for depending on and empowering 
local communities, groups and individuals.   It is worth 
emphasising that while I am not advocating the creation of  
ecomuseums, I am suggesting that the adoption of  particular 
ecomuseological practices can possibly mitigate the problems 
many museums are facing with regard to budgetary cuts.  In a 
sense, the principles of  ecomuseolgy can be used as a set of  
guidelines for museums to consider in order to become more 
locally engaged.

Indeed, Corsane et al. (2007a: 102) contend that one 
overarching tenet of  ecomuseological philosophy is that it 
promotes the “empowerment of  local communities” and the 
“involvement of  local people in ecomuseum activities in the 
creation of  their cultural identity”.  In light of  the following 
discussions, what if, in the previous sentence, the word 
‘ecomuseum’ is replaced with ‘museum’?   That is, what if  
museums, as a result of  these global economic changes, began 
to recognise the potential for building new relationships with 
communities, groups and individuals in order to strengthen 
and expand the possibilities for survival?  Nonetheless, before 
exploring the philosophy of  ecomuseology as it relates to local-
level engagement, it is necessary to examine key examples of  
the impact of  the current economic crisis on museums.

A Local-level Problem
The current situation for museums in the UK is particularly 
well-documented in terms of  funding cuts and reactions 
from within the museum sector.   Indeed, the website for 
the Museums Association includes a special series of  pages 
dedicated to monitoring cuts and their repercussions (see 
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million Pounds in a series of  “match fund” schemes that 
aim to bolster public support of  museums and other related 
activities (DCMS, 2010b).   Specifically, as noted by the 
Museums Association, “DCMS aims to boost giving from 
individuals and corporations through a series of  match-fund 
schemes designed to raise an equivalent amount or more from 
private donors” (Kendall, 2010).  In response, the Director of  
the Museums Association stated: 

It is too easy to be cynical about the 
government’s promotion of  philanthropy for 
museums but it is clearly a laudable aim.  It is 
encouraging that Jeremy Hunt acknowledges 
that this is a long-term project (Taylor in 
Kendall, 2010).

Furthermore, it was noted that “to persuade ordinary people 
to regularly consider giving money to museums will take a 
major cultural change and a generation” (Taylor in Kendall, 
2010).  However, the Director warns: “What is important is 
that the government sticks to its word and does not pretend 
that philanthropy can in any substantial way make good the 
cuts that are set to devastate so much of  the museum sector” 
(Taylor in Kendall, 2010).  Indeed, there is no guarantee that 
charitable contributions will increase and, most importantly, 
that they can be relied upon as a sustainable way forward for 
most museums.  

Nevertheless, the “major cultural change” that would be 
needed in order to successfully rely more on the public also 
signals a shift in recognising that the public are important 
stakeholders within the museum sector.  Taking money out 
of  the equation for a moment, it can be argued that one 
approach for sustaining museum activities will be to turn 
to museum visitors and surrounding communities, groups 
and individuals for general support.   One obvious way in 
which this can be developed is through the enhancement of  
the volunteer workforce, an already strong component of  

the decentralisation are not only small in size, or what 
may typically be thought of  as ‘local’.   It has recently been 
reported that large museum organisations, such as Tyne and 
Wear Museums, which operates as a collection of  twelve 
museums and galleries in the Newcastle area, will need to seek 
substitute funds and, if  possible, depend more on its local 
authority councils (Walker, 2010).  Additionally, the National 
Coal Mining Museum in West Yorkshire, a museum that has 
been sponsored in part by the DCMS, has been told by its 
local authority council that the extra funding it will need 
cannot be supplied (Walker, 2010).  Similarly, the possibility of  
closing museums is also being considered by a local authority 
council in Scotland (Hamilton Advertiser, 2010).   These 
potential problems are compounded by the fact that that local 
authorities will see a reduction of  28% in their budgets (South 
West Museums Federation, 2010).  In this light, seeking local-
level alternatives for keeping museums open appears to be a 
significant way forward.

Acting Opportunistically
There is no question that the current economic downturn 
negatively impacts the future of  a large percentage of  
European museums.   As demonstrated within the UK, 
museums are questioning their sustainability with respect to 
outreach programmes, exhibitions, collection management 
and other essential functions.  Nonetheless, in reaction to these 
changes, the UK museum sector is also seeking new methods 
for future support.  In addition to further exploring corporate 
sponsorship, the prospect of  encouraging philanthropy for 
the arts is also being discussed (see Kendall, 2010).  Here, it can 
be contended that the economic crisis is being viewed as an 
opportunity to broaden public, as well as private, engagement 
with museums and other arts-related areas. 
For example, Jeremy Hunt, the Secretary of  State for Culture, 
Olympics, Media and Sport, recently announced that the 
DCMS and the Arts Council England will be investing 80 
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their communities”. Even though particular movements for 
museological change varied depending on their location in the 
world, in general, ‘new museology’ has been described as a 
“state of  widespread dissatisfaction with the old museology”, 
and represented a move from focusing on “museum methods” 
to experimenting with the “purposes of  museums” (Vergo in 
Davis, 1999: 54-55).  

Davis (1999: 59-60) contends that de Varine and Rivière 
were each motivated by different visions: de Varine desired 
to enhance the community role of  museums “within an 
economic and political framework”, while Rivière was most 
interested in interpreting the human experience within its 
environmental contexts (see also Hudson, 1992: 27).  With 
regard to the social role of  museums de Varine (1996: 21) has 
since stated: 

[The 1960s] was also a period of  great 
prosperity among the countries of  the “first 
world”, of  stagnation, both cultural and 
economic, in the second world, of  liberation 
and self-assessment in the third world…it was 
also a period of  social and cultural struggle 
on the part of  minorities and oppressed 
groups everywhere…So, it was not abnormal 
that, even in the traditionally stable and 
conservative museum world, a number of  
original minds would look for solutions 
outside the established standards.  

Moreover, Rivière (1985: 182) has also commented 
that museums should “situate [humanity] in its natural 
environment…[portraying] nature both in its wildness, but 
also as adapted by traditional and industrial society in their 
own image”.   In any case, together, as Hudson (1992: 27) 
summarises, they put forward the vision that “museums, like 

museum operation within the UK.   Indeed, from research 
conducted at twelve museums within North East England, 
it was demonstrated that the majority rely on the time and 
energy of  volunteers from surrounding local communities 
(see Stefano, 2009, 2010; Stefano and Corsane, 2009).  Without 
the support of  people who are not paid for their work, most 
of  the twelve museums studied would not be able to survive.  

Similarly, it should be noted that most every museum is 
surrounded by ‘local’ communities, groups and individuals 
with whom engagement can be enhanced (see for instance 
Philips, 2009).  Since it has been asserted that the economic 
crisis significantly impacts the local level, it may be that local 
communities can play a larger role in museum functions.  In this 
respect, does the economic crisis represent an opportunity for 
museums to become more socially-beneficial, particularly at 
the local-level?  The following section examines one approach 
in particular than can be used to guide museums in engaging 
more with local communities, groups and individuals.  Using 
key principles of  ecomuseological philosophy, it is argued 
that building capital of  a more social kind may help to sustain 
museums in the long-term.  

Ecomuseological Philisophy and Working with Local 
Communities
The philosophy of  ecomuseology is credited to two French 
museologists, Georges Henri Rivière and Hugues de Varine 
(Boylan, 1992: 29; Hudson, 1992: 27; Davis, 1999: 58).  
Although de Varine coined the term ‘ecomusée’ in 1971, 
it is often described that both him and Rivière worked in 
partnership to change the ways in which museums were 
operating, especially in France (Hudson, 1992: 27; Davis, 
1999: 58-59).  Davis (1999: 54-58) posits the development 
of  ecomuseology within the 1960’s movement of  ‘new 
museology’, which had as its “essential feature” the vision 
that museums “should serve the present and future needs of  
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partnership in a more community-based fashion can serve to 
empower communities, groups and individuals in ways that 
can only help to support museum endeavours.  

Based on an assessment of  “ecomuseum performance” at 
five ecomuseums in Piemonte and Liguria, Italy, Corsane et al. 
(2007b) found that there is not one uniform pattern that can be 
used to encapsulate their varied ecomuseological approaches.  
Although, it is also argued that a set of  measures, or guidelines, 
that “more closely reflect the philosophy of  ecomuseums” 
can certainly be proposed (Corsane et al., 2007b: 234).  Most 
importantly, this assertion is based on the fact that while 
difficulties in raising financial capital for both ecomuseums 
and museums are common, and each ecomuseum responds 
to different needs and problems, those who are involved and 
work at the five ecomuseums have commonly expressed that 
there are other kinds of  both personal and shared benefits.  
In particular, Corsane et al. (2007b: 235) explain:

One essential and somewhat surprising 
piece of  information that emerged from the 
discussions with ecomuseum personnel related 
to the benefits that accrued to themselves, and 
to all members of  the associations involved.  
These benefits varied from the acquisition 
of  unexpected skills in leadership, strategic 
and project management, networking and 
fundraising (Ecomuseo dell’Argilla) to simply 
meeting new friends and the opportunity to 
travel (Ecomuseo della Canapa) or building 
knowledge and understanding of  a place or 
former industry (Ecomuseo dell’Ardesia).  
One shared view from all the interviewees 
was achieving a personal ambition and having 
a sense of  pride in that achievement.

other kinds of  institutions, should be more accessible and 
more intelligible to the people as a whole”.  Most significantly, 
their vision and subsequent experimentation created the 
foundation for an approach to collecting, documenting, 
exhibiting and managing heritage resources that is holistic and 
integrated in nature, as well as locally and community-based.

Currently, there are roughly 500 ecomuseums operating 
throughout the world (Davis, 2011).  While they may differ 
greatly from each other, as well as from the original intentions 
of  the 1960’s ecomuseological movement, researchers at 
the International Centre for Cultural and Heritage Studies 
(ICCHS) at Newcastle University have proposed several 
indicators that can be used to assess the extent to which an 
ecomuseum, museum or heritage-related project is ‘acting’ 
ecomuseologically (Corsane et al., 2004, 2007a; Corsane, 
2006a, 2006b).   For the purposes of  this discussion, key 
indicators, or principles, are examined in order to clarify what 
the ecomuseological approach entails.  

Using an example discussed earlier, the idea of  increasing 
the volunteer workforce as a means for supporting museum 
functionality can also be viewed as moving in the direction of  
ecomuseological practice.  For instance, one key principle of  
ecomuseology is that it seeks to stimulate “joint ownership 
and management” of  heritage-related projects with input 
from “local communities, academic advisors, local businesses, 
local authorities and government structures” (Corsane, 2006b: 
405).   Moreover, collaboration with “local craftspeople, 
artists, writers, actors and musicians”, to be specific, is also 
encouraged within the ecomuseological framework (Corsane, 
2006b: 405).  What is noteworthy is that these two principles 
represent the idea that local communities, groups and 
individuals can be relied upon for bringing much-needed 
skills and knowledge to ecomuseum and, potentially, museum 
work.  Furthermore, the reverse is also important: working in 
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Adopting Ecomuseological Practices
In recent years, awareness of  the importance, issues and 
methods of  ‘engaging communities’, with respect to museum 
practice, has been growing within the sector (Crooke, 2011: 
170). While not every pilot study or outreach programme, 
for example, will result in the same outcomes, the goal of  
building new relationships with local communities, groups 
and individuals is one that is common.  On the same note, it is 
important to stress that the ‘formula’ for engaging more with 
local communities will differ for each museum.  As Corsane 
(2006a: 111) states: 

[…] No two ecomuseums will ever look the 
same.  Each will be distinct and unique.  The 
reason for this is that the core pillar of  the 
ecomuseum ideal is that an ecomuseum is not 
a fixed structure, or approach, that is imposed.  
Rather, it should be a living and changing 
organism that right from its inception should 
be responding continually to particular local 
environmental, economic, social, cultural and 
political needs and imperatives.  

In this light, the same notion can be applied to museums, as 
well.  The needs and imperatives that influence each museum 
also shape it into a unique institution, different from all others 
in a plethora of  ways.  Nonetheless, if  museums are moving 
towards relying more on local-level resources and people, then 
possible steps to be taken in a general sense can be proposed.  
Accordingly, drawing upon the philosophy of  ecomuseology 
as discussed earlier, the following figure offers a hypothetical 
scale that can be used to guide museum practices in a more 
‘ecomuseological direction’ (see Figure 1).  It is worth noting 
that the relationships between the six ‘points’ within the 
following figure may vary in reality; they have been placed 
in this particular order solely to convey a general movement 
towards the full ecomuseum approach.

These findings resonate with many of  the principles 
of  ecomuseology.   For instance, it has been proposed 
that ecomuseological practices “bring benefits to local 
communities”, such as ‘senses of  pride’ and the potential 
for regeneration and economic income (Corsane, 2006: 405).  
Additionally, ecomuseological practice aims to “stimulate 
sustainable development and use of  resources” whilst 
allowing for change and the “development of  a better future” 
(Corsane, 2006b: 405).  

Interestingly, Corsane at al. (2007b: 235-236) suggest that 
these benefits, such as those described above, can be linked 
to the development of  human, social, cultural and identity 
capital.   For instance, using the example of  human capital, 
they draw on the arguments of  Bourdieu (1997) in that the 
‘knowledge, skills, competencies and attributes embodied in 
individuals that facilitate the creation of  personal, social and 
economic wellbeing’ are being accrued through participation 
at the five ecomuseums studied (Corsane et al., 2007b: 235).  
Although discussing these other forms of  capital falls outside 
the scope of  this paper, it has been important to highlight that 
non-financial benefits can arise through museum and heritage 
work.  
Furthermore, these benefits may help to strengthen the 
relationships museums, in particular, can have with local 
communities, groups and individuals, if  they become 
more involved in collection management, documentation, 
exhibition, and/or outreach efforts, to name a few.  Similarly, 
Corsane et al. (2007b: 237) conclude that their research 
provides an indication that the “more that people are 
involved with their heritage or their museum the greater the 
potential benefits”.  If  museums will need to depend more on 
community members for volunteer labour or philanthropic 
contributions, then it may be best to cultivate meaningful and 
inclusive relationships with them – relationships where the 
benefits are not one-sided.
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In between points 1 and 6 are four simple descriptions of  
possible practices that can be viewed as more inclusive and 
local in scope as they increase in number.   For instance, 
point 2 represents a museum where volunteers are helping to 
conduct tours, greet visitors and support the paid members of  
staff.  While these activities signify that the local community is 
considered important, having community members play more 
active roles in running certain programmes and projects, as 
exemplified by point 4, can be argued to be more inclusive 
and ecomuseological in nature.  Furthermore, point 5 reflects 
a hypothetical situation in which local community members 
are involved in museum activities, such as the training of  
particular skills, outside of  the museum building.  This point 
serves to convey the idea that engaging with local communities, 
groups and individuals out in the places and spaces in which 
they live can only strengthen the museum’s relationship with 
its locality, as well as possibly deepen the senses of  place, 
pride and belonging of  its inhabitants.  It is also possible that 
museums are involved with several of  these activities at the 
same time.  Again, these points serve to illustrate hypothetical 
situations that aim to ground museum operation in its local 
contexts so that achieving sustainability is more possible.

Conclusion
The economic crisis threatens a large amount of  museums 
in Europe with the prospect of  uncertain futures.   At the 
very least, the roles they play in safeguarding our collective 
memories, histories, heritages and stories may be significantly 
diminished.  What we, as their community members, stand to 
lose are the personal and shared senses of  pride, place, history 
and belonging, as examples, which museums can be known 
to foster.  As the International Council of  Museums (ICOM) 
definition notes, ‘a museum is a non-profit, permanent 
institution in the service of  society and its development’, and 
to counteract the potential minimisation of  this fundamental 

Figure 1. Hypothetical Model for Adopting Ecomuseological Practices

As illustrated, the two approaches of  ecomuseology and 
more traditional museology are placed at opposing ends of  
the ‘scale’.  As discussed earlier, this contrast lies at the heart 
of  what motivated the theorisation and experimentation of  
de Varine and Rivière (Hudson, 1992: 27).  In any case, the 
traditional museum tends to be more exclusive in operation 
and, thus, ‘cut-off ’ from its surrounding communities (Davis, 
1999).  Moreover, in the traditional museum, little feedback is 
given by local communities – they essentially serve as visitors 
only (Rivard, 1984: 97; see point 1 on Figure 1).  In contrast, 
the ecomuseum is ideally steered through democratic decision-
making processes involving a whole host of  local community 
representatives and practitioners (Corsane, 2006b: 405; see 
point 6).  Additionally, ecomuseums are most often managing 
heritage in situ, where safeguarding the connections between 
local inhabitants and their heritage is of  a high priority.  
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Accordingly, this paper has examined the current crisis in terms 
of  its impacts within the context of  the UK museum sector.  
Through the use of  particular examples, it has been shown 
that museums will become increasingly dependent on local-
level support, making this crisis one that is truly local in nature.  
Viewed as an opportunity for museums to engage more with 
local communities, groups and individuals, it has been argued 
that the philosophy of  ecomuseology can provide a sustainable 
way forward.  In essence, the ecomuseological approach has 
been examined due to its demonstrated awareness of  the 
benefits of  community-based heritage management activities.  
In an effort to connect ecomuseological practice to the more 
traditional museological framework, potential activities that 
museums can adopt have been considered through the use 
of  a hypothetical series of  steps.  These steps have served 
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relationships with local communities, groups and individuals 
in order to work together towards a more sustainable future.  
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Decision criteria specific to the 
cultural sector as a contribution 

to the economic consolidation of  
museums
Robert Knappe1 

Given the present global debt crisis of  public sector budgets 
most recently exacerbated by the financial and economic crisis 
in the private sector, an ever-growing number of  cultural 
institutions find themselves faced with economic pressures 
and a crisis of  legitimacy. The following article attempts to 
draw up a heuristic with an economical analysis of  the target 
relationships within a cultural sector. Such should provide 
orientation for decision-making and action for the utilisation 
of  increasingly limited resources.
The starting point of  the consideration is the customary 
differentiation in business administration made between task 
goals and formal goals. Task goals refer to the realisation of  
the concrete production or service. However, formal goals 
focus on the economic success, for example, profits or 
profitability. The question is: what is the internal relationship 
of  formal and task goals?
1.	 How are they weighed in relationship to each other? In 

public institutions such as, e.g. in museums and other 
organisations in the cultural sector, the literature states 
that task goals are deemed to have dominance.2 Faced 
with budget cuts and staff  reductions in many areas, an 
objection could be made that reality is different from the 
situation described in the literature.

2.	 Can task and formal goals be deemed to be a basis for 
decision-making or do they exist in an inevitable conflict 
of  objectives to each other? 
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It becomes clear that, with the definition of  the task goals, 
aspects of  the strategic museum development can also be taken 
into consideration. In the other activities areas (placement, 
research, etc.) and their decision-making situations, other 
criteria and weighting can be defined respectively.
Next, the five alternatives are to be evaluated with regard to 
the formal goals. The museum management is also free to 
decide in this case which formal goal (or which weighting of  
several formal goals) should be used for the evaluation. In 
our example, the variable gross margin I (= proceeds minus 
variable costs) is selected:

Formal goals 
achievement

Exhibition 
A

Exhibition
B

Exhibition
C

Exhibition
D

Exhibition
E

Proceeds
target admission 
proceeds

21,000 € 31,500 € 35,000 € 12,500 € 14,000 €

Variable Costs
for realisation of  the 
exhibition

10,000 € 14,000 € 16,000 € 18,000 € 16,000 €

VGM I = proceeds - 
variable costs

11,000 € 17,500 € 19,000 € -5,500 € -2,000 €

In summary, the comparison of  task and formal goals 
achievement of  the five alternatives is as follows:

Relation of  task and 
formal goals

Exhibition 
A

Exhibition
B

Exhibition
C

Exhibition
D

Exhibition
E

Task goal 5,6 4,7 4,5 6,6 7,8

Formal goal (VGM I) 11,000 € 17,500 € 19,000 € -5,500 € -2,000 €

Now a decision is to be made. In the concrete example, the 
economic planning of  the museum foresees that at least a 
VGM I of  10,000 € is to be generated. The capacities of  the 
museum permit or, respectively, require the realisation of  two 
exhibitions. What are the premises of  the decision-making? 
Starting from the specific function of  the museum, the task 
goal should be maximised. Consequently, the presented 

What contribution can this question have which, on first 
glance, appears only to have theoretical and abstract relevance 
for the daily management tasks in museums? It is clear that the 
response to the question does not directly cause an increase 
of  income or cost reductions. In times of  increasingly 
diminishing resources, the question arises however of  
the allocation of  resources, i.e. the distribution of  limited 
resources within a system. As a generally publicly subsidised 
place of  preservation, procurement, research and collecting, 
the museum is permanently faced, if  not even daily, explicitly 
with the decision of  resource allocation. This applies both for 
the higher, overall business operational level of  a museum as 
well as also for the lower level of  individual decisions related 
to the realisation or non-realisation of  special exhibitions, 
purchases, research projects, museum educational placement 
activities, event series, etc.  
First of  all, the target categories for the museum operation 
should be defined and given priorities as criterion for 
the later allocation of  resources. As an example of  the 
decision situation for the realisation of  special exhibitions, 
the higher level task goals could, for instance, be stipulated 
by the museum management as follows: 50% diversity of  
programmes, 30% public popularity and 20% profiling as 
museum for contemporary art. The five decision alternatives, 
Special Exhibitions A to E, shall be assessed with regard to 
the three criteria by management:

Task goals 
achievement

Exhibition
A

Exhibition
B

Exhibition
C

Exhibition
D

Exhibition
E

Crit. 1: diversity of
programmes (50%)

7 4 3 7 8

Crit. 2: public
popularity (30%)

7 9 10 5 6

Crit. 3: profiling as 
museum for 
contemporary art (20%)

0 0 0 8 10

TOTAL (weighted) 5,6 4,7 4,5 6,6 7,8
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the other hand, that the decision alternatives cause different 
(plan) proceeds which should also be a component part of  
the evaluation in form of  the VGM I. 

This article does not follow the ideal conception that artistic 
program decisions should be automated by algorithmic 
procedures. Furthermore, the author is aware that the 
decision-making situation is more complex in reality and more 
strongly determined by external circumstances (availability 
of  pieces on loan, personnel, scheduling restrictions, etc.). 
Ultimately, the decision-making rule outlines, however, a way 
of  thinking which should function as a heuristic approach 
to a situation of  decision-making; i.e. the pragmatic solution 
of  a problem under economic optimisation while taking 
into consideration the specifics of  the cultural sector.3 The 
realisation of  the transparency of  the target relationships – 
not least also a task of  the museum controlling - makes the 
rational handling of  the scarcity of  resources possible. The 
procedure – basically a conventional decision matrix - can and 
must not be performed strictly with the methods presented 
here. The following features are essential:
yy Task and formal goals can be freely and individually 
defined.

yy The evaluated decision level (aggregated to a total 
museum level up to the partial areas) can change. 

yy A connection of  strategic and operative planning levels is 
possible by the concrete task goal definition.

yy Artistic and economic goals must not necessarily contradict 
one another. Thus, it is, for example, discernible that with 
Exhibition E task and formal goals are better developed 
than those with Exhibition D (congruity of  goals).

yy The negative VGM I also encountered in the cultural 
sector are adequately taken into account. Insofar as they 
produce a respectively high achievement of  task goal, 

decision-making process is based on the economic maximum 
principle: taking into account the given economic restrictions 
(e.g. budget or VGM), the artistic output (task goal) should be 
maximised. The formal goal represents merely a constraint 
(C) to be met. Consequently, the decision rule is in general:

(Max! task goal, C: formal goal ≥ or ≤ target value in 
congruence with the business plan)
or concretely in the example:

(Max! ∑ task goal, C: ∑ VGM I ≥ 10,000 €).
The following theoretically possible selection possibilities 
inter alia result:

Variation Task Goal Formal 
Goal

Commentary

D+E 14.4 -7,500 € Maximum task goal but formal goal insufficient 
for C

A+E 13.4 9,000 € Very high task goal but formal goal slightly 
too low

B+E 12.5 15,500 € Highest possible task goal while meeting 
requirement of  C = optimal decision

B+D 11.3 12,000 € Suboptimal alternative due to lesser task and 
formal goal than B+E

A+C 10.1 30,000 € Relatively high formal goal but task goal less 
than optimal

B+C 9.2 36,500 € Maximum formal goal but task goal least 
possible value

The relationship (quotient) of  formal and task goal is 
explicitly not selected. If, for example, the formal goal would 
be the variable costs for the realisation of  exhibitions, then 
an input-output-relation as the classic efficiency indicator can 
be calculated. Then, those exhibitions would be selected with 
preference which achieve a relatively high task goal value with 
low costs (in the example: Exhibition A). With this assessment, 
it is not taken into account, on the one hand, that the 
minimisation of  exhibition budgets is not in the foreground 
but the maximising of  the achieving of  the task goal and, on 
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3. A detailed presentation of  the subject matter with an example from 
the music theatre, cf.   Knappe, Robert: Die Eignung von New Public 
Management zur Steuerung öffentlicher Kulturbetriebe (The Suitability 
of  New Public Management to Steer Public Cultural Sector Operations). 
Wiesbaden : Gabler, 2010, pp. 217-223.

they are economically legitimised. This corresponds 
to the phenomenon common in practice that popular 
activities with high VGM values “cross-subsidise” the less 
popular activities. The classical business administration 
rule that products with negative VGM I are discontinued 
does not apply in the cultural sector. The VGM I can be 
adequately used in the presented procedure as decision-
making criterion.  

The question raised at the outset of  whether formal goals would 
not increasingly dominate in museum day-to-day activities is 
reflected in the concrete form of  the high demands of  the 
formal goal: the higher the economic pressure, the higher 
the formal goal to be achieved shall be. Accordingly, certain 
decision-making alternatives no longer can be considered 
because the restriction is not met. Nevertheless, task goal 
maximisation takes place. In this way, an efficient allocation is 
created, also with regard to artistic goals. This is the essential 
contribution to the approach specific to the cultural sector. 
It can be successful, taking into consideration the presented 
decision-making logic, to implement the valuable limited 
resources of  a museum in an optimal manner to realise the 
museum purpose.

Notes
1. We are grateful to Dr. Robert Knappe who was not able to attend 
the seminar, but was so kind to send a written contribution. Dr. Robert 
Knappe is Director of  Administration of  the Berlinische Galerie – State 
Museum of  Modern Art, Photography, and Architecture, Berlin. 
2. Cf. KOSIOL, Erich: Die Unternehmung als wirtschaftliches 
Aktionszentrum (The Company as Economic Operative Centre).  
Reinbek: Rowohlt, 1972, pp. 223 et seq.; OSSADNIK, Wolfgang: 
Rahmenbedingungen und Effizienzprobleme öffentlicher Theater 
(Framework Conditions and Efficiency Problems of  Public Theatre). 
In: Betriebswirtschaftliche Forschung und Praxis (Business Research and 
Practice), Issue 3/1987, pp. 276 et seq.
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The 2009 Kenneth Hudson Seminar gathered experts from 
Italy, the United Kingdom, Germany, Hungary, Greece and 
the Netherland and it was focused on some aspects of  collec-
tions management which are of  special interest for European 
museums at the moment. More specifically the main themes 
debated were: “open” storages, the integration among mu-
seum , library and archive resources , temporary exhibitions 
as a tool for increasing the value of  those collections traditio-
nally confined in deposits, and the always delicate subject of  
deaccessioning. As the meeting was mainly based on free ex-
change of  ideas, we publish here a selection of  contributions 
sent by speakers in a written form. These texts that can be 
considered as key materials used for the following develop-
ment of  the discussion. 

EMA is very grateful to the authors for their kind coopera-
tion.



Visible storage at the Übersee 
Museum Bremen

Wiebke Ahrndt1

The Übersee Museum is a museum with a focus on natural 
history, ethnography and trade history. The collection dates 
back to the 18th century – of  course several ethnographic 
objects from China, Egypt or the Americas are considerably 
older. In total, the collection comprises more than 1.2 million 
objects.
The museum was founded in 1896 in a newly erected building 
with galleries around a 17 m high exhibition hall with a glass 
roof. In 1911, it was amended with an additional light hall. 
Since then the museum has had about 10.000 square metres 
of  exhibition space. When the museum was established, 
Bremen did not have a university and in contrast to other 
museums its collection was not based on that of  a local noble 
family (Bremen was a free Hanseatic city). Rather than having 
one of  these by then so typical origins, it was founded as a 
museum for the general public. The idea was to present the 
entire world in the museum microcosm, focussing especially 
on those areas the Bremen merchants traded with. Therefore, 
the Übersee Museum was – and still is – at once part of  
Bremen’s living identity and a mirror of  this identity as an 
open-minded and international oriented merchant city.
Since 2000, the museum has been under constant renovation 
and has been remodelling its permanent exhibitions: In 2003, 
“Oceania – Life in the South Pacific” was opened in the first 
exhibition hall. In 2006, “Asia – Continent of  Contrasts” 
followed in the second light hall. In the new exhibitions the 
collections are merged into an integrated concept: nature, 
culture and economy form a unity. The new exhibitions are 
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The Visible Storages Facilities – Construction and 
General Concept
The collection of  trade history and some parts of  the natural 
history collections are stored in the basement of  the main 
building. These storerooms are not open to the public. 
Originally, a rather derelict storage building had been located 
next to the museum, but was pulled down in the 1990s. In 
1999, a new visible storage was constructed in its stead, which 
is adjacent to the museum and modelled on the Vancouver 
Ethnographic Museum in Canada. It was called “Übermaxx”, 
because the museum shares this building with the Cinemaxx 
cinema, which is a multiplex cinema chain in Germany.
These storage facilities are L-shaped around the cinema. 
Although the cinema and the storage are constructed as two 
strictly separate departments in the same building they look 
like one from the outside. The visible storage has nine storeys, 
two of  which are underground, three open to the public. First 
and foremost, the new building made it possible to store the 
collection in an appropriate manner, but it also fulfilled the 
taxpayers’ wish to be able to see the very objects for whose 
preservation their money is spent. However, in the beginning 
the visible storage was only accessible through the emergency 
exit of  the cinema.
With the help of  a generous donation in 2007, the museum 
was able to build a bridge between the main building and the 
visible storage. Now one can walk directly and without paying 
an extra fee from the first floor of  the main building to the 
third floor of  the visible storage.
In the ethnographic section of  the visible storage, objects 
are stored according to continents, and then according to 
regions, sometimes according to material, and sometimes 
according to the collection they are part of. This means that 
the order is exactly the same as it is in the non-public storage 
areas. Visitors get a realistic idea of  museum storage facilities. 
Naturally, behind closed doors you would never find hallways 
as spacious as those in the visible storage.

organized according to continents, and within each exhibition 
according to themes rather than regions.
At present the next permanent exhibition is in preparation. 
It will open to the public by the end of  2010: “See what 
makes the world go round” will form the new nucleus and 
centre of  the house, because it will focus on seven global and 
comparable cultural themes. Its topics will comprise climate 
change, communication, sex & gender, time, human rights, 
migration, and the world economy. The exhibitions on Africa 
and the Americas will also be remodelled until 2016 – and 
after that the museum team will probably start all over again 
on the ground floor.

Photo 1: The visible storage with the Übersee Museum mirroring in its window.  
Photo by Gabriele Warnke © Übersee-Museum Bremen
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the visible storage is not only very good for the conservation 
of  the objects, but at the same time scholars, visitors and 
museum scientists have access to a huge part of  the collection 
in a very easy manner.
If  a scholar needs to work with particular objects in more 
detail, a guest office with Internet access is located in the same 
building, where he or she can work while staying in Bremen. 
Thus, the objects do not have to leave the building. This saves 
time, because all returning pieces have to pass a nitrogen cell, 
which is quite a time-consuming process.
As the trade history collection is stored in the main building, 
a few matching showcases were arranged in the visible storage 
as well to give the visitors a better understanding of  the 
Übersee Museum hosting three different types of  collections.
To get to the natural history section of  the visible storage the 
visitors have to cross another bridge, which takes them to the 
other side of  the cinema building. The cinema is located in 
between.
If  they open the door, the first thing they see are the drawers 
hosting a small part of  the botanic collection. The rest of  the 
roughly 400.0000 other plants are stored in the closed section 
on the 9th floor.

The natural history collection is not organized according to 
continents but follows the order used in biology: insects, fish, 
reptiles, birds, mammals and so on. While the ethnographic 
section shows, if  possible, all objects of  a certain type or of  
a specific collection together, only one specimen of  a species 
is displayed as an example in the natural history section. The 
major part of  the collection is stored in non-public areas open 
only to scholars and, from time to time, to guided groups.

Photo 2: The ethnographic section of  the visible storage.                                  
Photo by Gabriele Warnke © Übersee-Museum Bremen

Whenever possible, the Übersee Museum stores all objects 
of  the same kind together to make comparison easy. Since 
the Übersee Museum has about 100.000 ethnographic objects 
with a strong focus on Asia and Oceania this is not always 
possible. In total, about 30.000 objects are presented in the 
public areas. Most is stored behind glass, illuminated by neon 
light and air conditioned for a stable climate. In addition to 
the glass closets there are chests with drawers, which can 
be opened. This maximises space, sensitive objects are not 
illuminated at all time, and visitors have something to discover.
The new glass closets are dust proof, safe against pests, and 
have an air sorbs’ drawer to control the microclimate within. 
Each closet has its own alarm system. The public areas are 
under video control, which saves control costs. Therefore, 
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system behind the storage) is explained. The Übersee Museum 
tries to create a better understanding of  the museum’s archival 
work beyond its mere function as an exhibition hall.
After the visible storage had opened in 1999, the museum 
soon realized that visitors like to look backstage and want 
explanations at the same time, because they are acquainted 
with the didactics of  exhibitions. Without text plates many 
visitors feel left alone and lost among the objects on display. 
To give visitors a better understanding, each section of  the 
visible storage is now introduced by short texts. Furthermore, 
visitors also find computer screens on each floor of  the 
visible storage. If  they type in the inventory number of  a 
certain object more information is given: in the ethnographic 
section, for example, this contains the dating, origin and a 
short explanatory text about the use of  the object in question. 
Regarding animals, visitors will find the name in Latin and 
German accompanied by information on the habitat and the 
life of  the species. Sometimes, photos of  the same kind of  
living animal are also shown.
In the natural history section almost all animals are described 
in the terminals. For the ethnographic section this is true for 
a growing number of  pieces. At the very least visitors find 
information on one object of  its kind per closet. Visitors can 
also walk around with an audio guide, which is in fact a PDA 
that offers the same information as the terminals.
Besides regular guided tours, printed cards are offered, 
which visitors can carry around. They provide a personal 
guided tour following different themes such as “feathers 
in culture and nature” or “poison in the animal kingdom”. 
Special information for children is also provided in the form 
of  discovery games. They can also find such games on the 
museum homepage, which gives a playful introduction to the 
collection on the Internet. A more joyful idea of  introducing 
the collection was realized via a sound system: Since all 
animals on display are dead, the museum tries to bring them 
to life at least virtually: Who wouldn’t like to hear a rattlesnake 

Photo 3: The natural history section of  the visible storage.                              
Photo by Gabriele Warnke © Übersee-Museum Bremen

The Visible Storage Facilities – The Didactic Concept
Thanks to another donation the visible storage was 
restructured according to pedagogic principles. That is why 
one hears music and animal sounds on the bridge connecting 
the buildings to raise curiosity and guide visitors to the other 
side. Since most visitors have already spent more than an hour 
in the museum by the time they come to the bridge they need 
something to attract them.
As most visitors have only a vague idea about the function of  
a museum beyond showing exhibitions, they are introduced 
to the work of  the museum staff  in the entrance areas of  
each floor. What and how the museum collects, what kind 
of  questions about an object are dealt with, and why the 
storerooms look the way they do (which means: what is the 



96 Proceedings of  The Kenneth Hudson Seminar 2009 97Visible storage at the Übersee Museum Bremen

such as special constructions for paintings. Not everything 
fits behind glass doors as is true, for instance, in the case of  
the huge Buddha figures that await the visitor in the hallways 
of  the underground stories.

Photo 4: Special storage facility for huge objects. 
Photo by Gabriele Warnke © Übersee-Museum Bremen

As a Hanseatic museum in an old harbour town, the museum 
naturally has a major collection of  boats, models as well as real 
ones. For the real ones a special storage facility was designed 
with windows to the street and to the entrance hall of  the 
cinema - windows into the museum’s collection that trigger 
every spectator’s curiosity about discoveries to be made.

Notes
1. Director of  Ubersee Museum – Bremen.

or listen to some musicians being skeletons made of  plaster?
The museum also hosts a scientific public library with about 
60.000 titles. A reading room for visitors and students 
is located in the same building as the visible storage and 
accessible directly from the street. Readers can order all books 
to the reading room via the Internet without having to buy a 
ticket to the museum.
From time to time the museum offers guided tours for 
schoolchildren or biology students through some parts of  the 
backstage area. Since glass lids on the wooden boxes protect 
all insects, this section does not become a security problem. 
As many objects are stored more openly, most parts of  the 
non-public storage facilities do not allow such guided tours 
for a general audience.

The Visible Storage Facilities – Backstage
The visible storage area with its 2.500 square metres is not 
big enough for the complete collection. Therefore, there are 
additional storerooms that are not open to the general public 
and which host different storage facilities:
In many areas a “compactus” archival system is used. In the 
ethnographic section, shelves are arranged inside these closets 
individually according to necessity and usually not protected 
by extra glass lids on the boxes. In addition, the museum uses 
smaller rooms for certain types of  objects to foster an easy 
monitoring and, if  necessary, the fighting of  pests. Inside 
these rooms glass closets are used. Sometimes bigger objects 
have to be stored on these closets. Furthermore, the climate 
can be adjusted to the needs of  specific kinds of  materials: 
for example, in the room for the metallic objects the humidity, 
which normally circles around 55% in the building, is lowered.

Besides the regular closets there are also storage systems 
designed for the special needs of  certain types of  objects, 



Propositions for the deaccession of  
museum collections

Hans Lochmann1

Deaccession – Disposal – Dispersal
(Aussonderung – Abgabe – Austausch)
Many museums have excessive collections 
A collections concept has rarely been established 

In my opinion:
yy Policy and the criteria by which a item may be included 
in a collection must be established

yy A museum must establish a collections policy and 
review it regularly

yy Policy must clarify issues of  disposal and dispersal
Collection criteria (what, why, for whom, etc) must be 
considered carefully
yy Selection criteria are rarely transparent 
yy Too little consideration is given to the question of  which 
criteria should hold: the age of  an object perhaps, or its 
beauty, its rarity, its symbolic significance? 

yy Evaluation criteria are subject to change 
Museums have Lady Luck to thank for many of  their 
acquisitions – along the lines of  ‘the tides of  history wash stuff  up 
at the door’. 
yy Many museum professionals love this element of  chance
yy Planned acquisitions are the exception
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Four examples of  real-life practice
Example 1: the art museum in a largish city: ‘skeletons in the closet’

yy The scope of  the collection barely differs from that of  other art 
museums

yy All major art movements are exhibited: a little of  everything 
yy Entire legacies of  local artists whose work will never hold its own 

with the rest of  the collection are kept in store – most of  them will 
never be put on display  

Example 2: a small town museum: no active acquisitions policy
yy Founded a century ago 
yy Has accumulated domestic items from middle-class households
yy Characteristic objects: furniture, wall hangings/ paintings, clothing 

etc. 
yy Selection criteria was the items’ beauty/ aesthetic value
yy The acquisitions policy ceased to be active fifty years ago; the more 

modern era is not represented (is ‘not old enough’?) 

Example 3: a small local history museum: collect and exhibit
yy A village’s community venue 
yy A place to hoard things one cannot bear to part with (mementoes)
yy Characteristic objects: spinning wheels, weaving looms, irons, 

agricultural machinery, etc. (Selection criteria was mostly the items’ 
age, beauty or symbolic value) 

yy The museum is not allowed to say ‘No!’ or donors will be offended 
and never come back

yy Simple objects of  everyday life are absent
yy Everything is on display 
yy When donors’ heirs reclaim an object, it is handed over to them 

But: Do such collections represent our history and today’s 
society? 
Reasons for the lack of  a collections policy and acquisitions 
strategy 
yy Unwillingness to commit oneself  
yy Awe of  one’s predecessors’ concepts 
yy Lack of  vision regarding collection development
yy Lack of  funding
yy Constraints of  consulting other museums in one’s region 
and reaching consensus with other Museums

Fundamental positions within the museums field seem 
irreconcilable (don’t fit together) (Cf. Markus Walz 2009, p. 
168)
yy Concepts are perpetuated ad infinitum 
yy Fixation with maintaining the collection 
yy User-led activity in the here and now 
yy Museum executives’ independent authority 

Museums’ collections policy is rarely called into question. 
Museums’ authority is implicit: it is assumed they will have 
selected the relevant items
Debate about how museums acquire and dispose of  items is 
long overdue – and has now coincided with the financial crisis 
yy State subsidies are being cut
yy As collections grow, museums need more and more 
storage space – buildings require maintenance and heating 
>> which all costs money

yy Prices on the art market continue to rise – museums are 
increasingly unable to keep pace 

yy the state increasingly has its eye on museums’ commercial 
potential 
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Federal: Regional museum advisors (Laender) have reservations 
about a general directive on disposal, and even about disposal 
per se 
yy Hardly any museums have a collections concept 
yy Dispersal (i.e. giving collection items to other museums) 
is rare practice 

yy Concern about decisions that reflect nothing more than 
current trends 

yy Fear of  irreversible decisions 
yy Fear of  political malpractice 

Pilot projects in Lower Saxony
Project “SAMMELN!” (‘COLLECT’) in East Friesland 
(2005-07)
yy Role model „afstoten” Instituut Collectie Nederland 
(ICN) in The Netherlands

yy 15 museums’ collections have been assessed 
yy Objects were exchanged with other Museums
yy Objects were disposed of  

The ‘Museums’ Registration’ project in Lower Saxony is 
simultaneously fostering the development of  collections 
concepts (since 2006 www.museumsregistrierung.de)
yy Collections policy is being collated
yy The loans issue is being addressed

Prospects
yy The main function of  museums has been and remains to 
collect 

Example 4: the museum of  industry: ‘just accept everything’  
yy The museum becomes a place of  commemoration for a town’s one or 

several former industrial plant(s): ‘a living grave’ 
yy Anything and everything on the theme is collected, from coffee cups 

to heavy machinery
yy Collection items are often ‘rescued from the jaws of  oblivion‘ or from 

destruction at the very last minute
yy Items are often stored only provisionally, in large factory hangars 
yy The dimensions and weight of  objects makes it difficult to (re-)

arrange them 
yy When the costs for storage finally break the budget, items are mostly 

disposed of  in haste, without being documented

The history of  a collection – how it came into existence – is 
rarely the subject of  scientific research 
yy Knowledge of  personalities in the collections realm 
(directors, staff, volunteers) is important: what were their 
intentions, their vision? 

yy The significance of  special aspects or parts of  a collection 
must be clarified

The state of  debate in Germany
National: Deutscher Museumsbund (German Museums 
Association) 
yy Paper on disposal policy 2004
yy ‘Standards fuer Museen’’ Best practice’ guidelines for 
museums 2006

yy The ‘Collections & Disposal’ manual (published May 
2010: www.museumsbund.de/de/publikationen/online_
publikationen/) 
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Exhibitions and deposits 
Pietro Giovanni Guzzo1                             

Exhibitions are currently and widely organised: the purpose 
is clear as well as declared: to attract visitors to the so called 
cultural heritage with the certain following to influence and 
stimulate spot reactions not having to do with the common 
awareness of  the preservation of  the archaeological areas, 
the monumental settings, of  museums and in general of  the 
historical heritage and territories. The failure of  the declared 
goal of  this line of  activities is testified by the progressive 
decrease of  financial and professional resources that the 
Parliament and the government assign to the management of  
cultural heritage. In some lucky cases some exhibitions gives 
contributes to knowledge: in the cases where facilitate or 
allow new discoveries or restorations, or even critical studies 
proposing interpretations different from arguments already 
debated among scholars and experts.
In front of  a public with a different professional or scientific 
background the success of  some exhibitions seems to derive 
mostly from three main factors. The first consists of  the 
quality and efficacy of  the adopted marketing strategies, of  the 
promoting campaigns acted through the main media but also 
of  the efficient net of  selling points of  the tickets, customised 
according to different categories, in order to reach and 
stimulate the largest range of  potencial visitors from singles 
to associations. The second consists of  the psychological 
and cultural impact on visitors through equipments and 
settings more and more attractive, also through lightening 
devices very sophisticated or through the environment of  
digital and virtual devices and services. The third consists 
of  stimulating reactions of  wonder and surprise from  
“masterpieces”, “treasures”, and even “new recoveries”, and 

yy Museums know about their collections’ genesis and 
background 

yy Museums are participating in ‘collection management’ 
training schemes 

yy Collections policy will be mandatory in the future 
yy Redefining museums’ goals has created new opportunities 
for young graduates in various fields (natural and social 
sciences, education, etc)

yy We are going to witness some new and surprising insights
yy The result will be collections that deserve to be called 
‘cultural heritage’

A number of  ‘Curiosity Cabinets’ that say more about their 
collectors than about our history will continue to exist 
nonetheless. 

Notes
1. Museumsverband fuer Niedersachsen und Bremen e V.
Translated from the German by Jill Denton 
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In real terms as far as the exhibitions of  archaeological 
sites and objects are concerned, new findings coming from 
recent excavations and recoveries from the deposits allow 
to decrease the problem without a total solution, with the 
positive following to offer to visitors objects not yet known 
or removed to deposits for a long time.  We offer three recent 
samples that can touch directly this topic.
The first sample is the exhibition on the subject “Argenti 
a Pompei” (Silver objects from Pompeii), organised by the 
Museo Archeologico Nazionale of  Napoli. It has been 
stimulated by the recovery, in 2000, of  a set of  silver vases or 
various recipients from a building at Moregine of  Pompeii. 
After the restoration and the analysis on the objects, they have 
been related to other discovered silver objects from Pompeii, 
also to try to clarify and understand better identify the criteria 
acted by Pompeians choosing the objects to be saved at the 
moment of  the eruption. Actually group of  silver objects 
have been discovered both in inner rooms of  the buildings 
and just together with the escaping fugitives. 
In the permanent exhibition at the Museum only the setting 
of  objects coming from the house of  Menander is exhibited, 
while many other recovered, coming from different areas and 
of  different consistence in number (including those coming 
from the treasure of  Boscoreale, for example, are not stored 
in Naples). 
Many objects and set of  objects pertaining to this typology 
have been restored in order to organise the exhibition 
presenting for the first time the groups and set of  objects 
coming from the discoveries of  the silver objects of  Moregine, 
together with the most part of  the objects of  what have been 
stored in the museum deposits, and therefore not yet visible 
by common visitors.
This procedure connected to possible exhibition strategies 
seems to offer a positive sample of  best practice both in a 
scientific and a communicative approach to the debated 
problem of  exhibition versus museum strategies.

so on.  Those reactions are facilitated by the aforementioned 
not-professional competence of  the most visitors, obviously 
not responsible of  “provoked” reactions.
An intelligent mixture of  these main factors stimulates and 
causes to succeed in gathering   large numbers of  visitors in 
different types of  exhibitions. And this causes and stimulates 
the interest of  private sponsors to contribute to the costs 
of  the exhibitions, satisfied of  exhibiting their logo to so 
large numbers of  visitors. But the evidence shows that the 
financial basic support of  exhibitions comes mainly from 
public institutions (at least in Italy): aiming at promoting 
and increasing tourism and the related activities; promoting 
themselves at the same time as protectors of  culture heritage, 
trusting, in exchange, on a diffused favour.
Exhibitions therefore are considered a chance to increase the 
knowledge of  the singles, groups, companies and institutions 
involved in the organisations of  these events so that it is not 
easy to refuse to participate.
As exhibitions are nowadays considered more a commercial 
activity than the public result of  a scientific research, their 
organisation aims at developing and caring more and more the 
aspects of  wonder trying to succeed in overpassing the other 
exhibitions, present and past. In this trend the organisations 
aims at focusing more and more on masterpieces, that is those 
objects that can be more impressive on visitors, without a real 
critical perception or knowledge.

Exhibitions therefore become strongly competitive in front 
of  the museums, for the marketing and promotion strategies 
acted stimulating a reaction based on a “not losing the 
chance” mass psychology. As an increasing following from 
the museums are day by day temporary removed objects that 
are constitutive and primary elements of  their mission and 
equipment, even if, as in Italy, is still operative a law preventing 
these loans, even temporary.
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negative situation, can act still for many years in the future as a 
valid ambassador in the world of  the Vesuvian antiquities, even 
if  treated and exhibited according to a specific perspective.
As the third sample we can recall the exhibition “Ercolano. 
Tre secoli di scoperte” (Herculaneum. Three centuries of  
discoveries), organised at the Museo Archeologico di Napoli 
on  2009 (spring). The objects exhibited were the sculptures, 
in marble and bronze, recovered at Herculaneum   since 
1738. During the time of  the exhibition a marble relief  has 
been added, very recently discovered and just restored. The 
works in the Museum to reapt and restore it in some parts 
acted during the last years and still in progress compelled to 
move to the deposits some sculptures from Herculaneum 
previously exhibited in the entrance hall. Moreover the 
recent archaeological excavations at Herculaneum caused 
the discovery of  a number of  sculptures, some of  them still 
preserving  consistent and delicate additions of  colours in their 
hair, eyes, dresses. Finally other exhibited sculptures coming 
from the same site were generally stored in the deposits 
of  the museums. Thereafter we could design and organise 
an exhaustive exhibition as an effective collection of  the 
sculptureal decoration originally located in public and private 
buildings in the ancient “residential” city of  Herculaneum: 
causing the positive chance to complete restorations and 
scientific knowledge of  the object to exhibit.  As it is known 
almost a third of  the sculptures discovered at Herculaneum 
constituted the decoration of  the Villa dei Papiri: to them 
three rooms of  the museum have been dedicated, with an 
equipment carried out in the seventies of  the last century. 
The exhibition caused to proceed to better and update 
the technical structures of  the museum, modifying and 
improving the exhibition plan of  the sculptures according 
to their really documented provenience and not following 
a rigid and obsolete didactic art-historical pattern as it has 
been previously followed.  The group of  Pan and the goat has 
been added to them, previously removed to be attached to the 
pornographic sector.

A second sample can be offered by the exhibition “Otium 
ludens” treating according to different perspectives the 
theme of  entertainment and free time aspects in Pompeian 
life, organised by the Directorate of  Pompeii in cooperation 
with the Foundation “Restoring Ancient Stabiae-RAS”. 
The exhibited objects come from the villas at Stabiae 
(Castellammare di Stabiae about 10 km south from Pompeii 
and under the same Directorate). Those objects  are stored 
in the Museum of  Castellammare di Stabiae, still close 
and therefore not accessible to visitors because of  lack of  
custodians and other professional staff.
Objects coming from the deposits have been identified and 
selected , in particular frescoes with figures and common life 
objects (tools, wares, sculptures, etc) in order to show the 
decorative level and the common life equipment of  the rich 
villas built in that place, and to explain, in relationship to the 
other discovered objects, the main functions and activities 
pertaining to the real life acted there before the eruption in 79 
A.D., the factor of  the interruption of  the ancient real life also 
in Castellammare di Stabiae. Following that methodological 
approach in organising the exhibition we succeed in presenting 
to the visitors objects of  selected and high quality, forgotten 
for a very long time, because considered non attractive for the 
cultural tourism fluxes, but constituting relevant documents 
of  an archaeological centre of  not secondary relevance, but 
suffering the strong competition of  the much more well 
known and much more visited Pompeii. The exhibition has 
been developed through a long international itinerary: from 
San Petersburg (Hermitage) to Hong Kong, succeeding 
particularly according to two results: to discover by fact and 
offer to international knowledge, even with the limits already 
mentioned, historical and decorative documents known only 
within a small number of  experts and that of  not depriving 
a museum open to visitors. That last condition derives from 
the fact that the museum of  Castellammare di Stabiae is still 
close. But because the positive conditions to have it open are 
far from being carried out, one can foresee that the mobile 
exhibition “Otium ludens”, as a positive following of  a 
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The MOSI Collections Centre
Robin Holgate1

The Collections Centre was the first facility in Britain to offer 
museum visitors on-site access to integrated museum, archive 
and library resources. A combination of  a store, a showroom 
and a learning centre, it provides a means of  improving 
collections care while increasing access to the collections. The 
Centre presents the collections as a cultural resource that can 
inspire, educate and inform. It also enables visitors to find 
out about the behind-the-scenes curatorial and conservation 
functions of  the Museum. It empowers visitors to explore the 
reserve collections and decide for themselves what they want 
to see and what further information they want.
Through the Collections Centre, the Museum aims to increase 
awareness and use of  its collections and achieve excellence 
in their care and management. Central to these aims is the 
recognition that improved accessibility is compatible with 
good stewardship: better access benefits staff  as well as visitors 
and increased visibility encourages better housekeeping and 
vigilance.
The total project cost was £755,000, which includes 
construction costs, project staff  and fit-out. About half  of  
the fit-out budget was spent on shelving/storage systems 
(£153,000), about a third on computer hardware, collections 
management system software and digitisation of  collections 
and the remainder on graphics, furniture and other equipment.

Background
The Collections Centre project was first proposed in 
a 1996 report to the Museum’s Trustees on access and 

These three samples here treated derive from a situation 
in itself  critical, but that became positive according to the 
following exhibition projects carried out exploiting some 
available chances in planning and carrying out specific 
exhibition projects, even succeeding to promote a very 
positive mass of  visitors. Not always conditions can be so 
positive and favourable to have available new discoveries 
of  relevant objects stored in deposits or not allowed to be 
visible to common visitors. A temporary exhibition of  them 
can increase critical knowledge and cultural impact, can 
favour restoration intervention, can promote development 
and changes in fixed museal equipment and itineraries, can 
exhibit discoveries and recoveries not yet visible, because they 
are forgotten or unknown. But these samples contribute also 
to demonstrate that exhibitions can be virtuous as far as they 
are organised not only for themselves but to contribute to 
face and solve some of  the problems suffered particularly, 
in terms of  preservation of  the cultural heritage national 
patrimony, by countries, as the case of  Italy having available 
an extraordinary diffused and rich historical patrimony very 
often strictly connected to local museums. 

Notes
1. Past Soprintendente of  Pompeii and MANN Museum – Naples. 
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were unfamiliar with the concept of  a collections centre, they 
had little idea what to expect and non-users were initially 
unsure even of  what they would want. However, the tours of  
the existing on-site large object store and Library and Record 
Centre that formed part of  the focus group sessions helped 
to engage their interest and focus their ideas. The key findings 
were that the evaluation participants:
yy liked the sense of  mystery and exploration of  going 
behind-the-scenes (“hidden treasure houses”);

yy were particularly engaged by objects that provoke 
memories;

yy liked the juxtaposition of  different types of  object;
yy valued access to further information and the expert 
knowledge of  Museum staff.

This information informed the planning of  the layout, 
content, supporting facilities and operational strategy for the 
Centre.
The building work was carried out in two phases to reduce 
the need for temporary off-site storage of  items displaced 
from their existing locations in the basement and colonnade. 
Phase 1 involved the conversion of  the viaduct colonnade 
and was completed in January 2000, allowing large objects 
to be transferred from the existing basement stare so that 
the Phase 2 works could commence in the basement. The 
installation of  collections in the colonnade stores provided 
the opportunity to carry out formative evaluation to assist in 
refining the approach to selection, labelling and positioning 
of  objects.
A Project Conservator, appointed for a 2-year period to 
oversee the transfer of  the collections to the Centre, worked 
with the Collections Services Officer and curators to select the 
objects to be housed in the Centre, assess their conservation 
needs and record them. Once the selection was complete, the 
chosen items were packed, moved, unpacked, cleaned and 

accommodation  for the collections.  The report identified the 
dispersal of  the reserve object collections as a major obstacle 
to efficient management and improving access. Public access 
to the reserve object collections was only possible by prior 
appointment  and where items were within reach. The basic 
concept of  the Collections Centre was to create an on-site 
facility that would provided integrated and accessible storage 
for the archive collections, library and a representative cross-
section of  the reserve object collections. Occupying the 2.5- 
hectare site of  the former Liverpool Road railway station, the 
Museum is fortunate to have the space to give such a scheme 
public prominence.
Physically, the starting point was the existing Library and 
Records Centre, built in 1989 to British Standard 5454 at one 
end of  the basement of  the former Great Western Railway 
Warehouse, now the Museum’s Main Building. Built in 1880, 
this warehouse is a Grade II listed building.  The rest of  the 
basement was only partially converted for object storage 
and led out to the similarly underdeveloped colonnade of  
the adjoining railway viaduct, providing the opportunity to 
create a linear suite of  stores. A successful application in 1996 
to the Heritage Lottery Fund for £8.8 million towards the 
cost of  the Museum’s £15-million Final Phase Development 
provided more than half  of  the funding for the Collections 
Centre. The remaining funding came from grants from the 
Resource/DCMS Designation Challenge Fund, the North 
West Museums Service and the Grimmitt Trust. 

Development
Creating the Centre took three years. During the first half  of  
1999, front-end evaluation was undertaken to test the concept 
of  the Centre with potential visitors. An external consultant 
conducted three focus group sessions with both existing users 
and non-users, while Museum staff  conducted interviews with 
target groups, including formal educational users and users 
with special access needs. As expected, because participants 
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cabinet has shelves and glass fronts; the other type has glass-
topped drawers. Extra security is in place in the basement 
in the form of  CCTV cameras, which are monitored in the 
welcome area. The Library and Records Centre originally 
consisted of  an archive strongroom (which contained a 
mixture of  static and mobile shelving, as well as static plan 
chests and negative cabinets), a picture store, a materials 
reception area, a library, a search room and offices. It was 
expanded and improved in order to increase the strongroom 
area (through the incorporation of  a former office) and 
to create a cold photographic store (equipped with mobile 
cabinets) by converting the picture store. The Study Area was 
also increased by the incorporation of  a former office. Space 
efficiency in the strongroom was improved by mounting plan 
chests on mobile bases.
Separate intruder alarm systems govern the basement   and 
colonnade. The basement is heated by a system of  air ducts, 
which, like the heating in the colonnade, is served by a pre-
existing combined heat and power plant. The CHP plant is 
controlled by a computerised building management system. 
Temperature and relative humidity are continuously monitored 
by an independent Halliwell telemetric environmental 
monitoring system.

Interpretation
In accordance with the findings of  the front-end and 
formative evaluation, fixed interpretation has been kept to a 
minimum. It takes the form of  graphic panels, simple object 
labels and a short multimedia presentation. The simple object 
labels provide basic identification without detracting from the 
aesthetic experience. Interpretation focuses on collections-
related   functions: why, what, and how we collect, how we 
care for the collections, how we can help visitors and how 
visitors can help us. The Welcome Area provides visitors 
with resources to learn more about the collections, by using 
computers to access the Internet and the collections database, 

installed. The Collections staff  worked as a team to achieve 
this programme. This meant that curators had the chance to 
learn about all of  the collections rather than just concentrating 
on their own area of  specialism. This has been beneficial to 
the operation of  the Collections Centre, because staff  are 
able to respond much more efficiently and effectively to 
enquiries. More than a third of  the reserve object collections 
were transferred to the Collections Centre.

Facilities
The Collections Centre consists of  2,400 square metres of  
storage units, workspaces and public facilities, and houses 
about a third of  the Museum’s reserve object collections, 
together with its archive collections. The storage areas 
provide a secure and stable environment for the collections, 
whilst also providing good visual access. Self-contained, glass-
fronted units were constructed within the viaduct colonnade 
to provide three stores to house large objects, as well as a 
technical workshop, a photographic studio and the collections 
reception area. Under-floor hot water pipes along the front 
perimeter heat the storage units and stand-alone dehumidifiers 
regulate relative humidity. The Collections Reception, also 
glass-fronted, is where collections staff  record, clean and 
conserve newly acquired items in public view.
In the basement of  the adjacent Main Building, the space 
alongside the existing Library and Records Centre was 
converted into another large object store, a small object 
storage area, an object handling area and a welcome area. A 
drop in floor level between the basement and colonnade was 
accommodated by ramping the public path and by installing 
a 1O-tonne scissor-lift to cater for moving large objects by 
forklift truck. Smooth surfaces were laid throughout both to 
assist physical access for both visitors and objects. 
Small objects are housed in bespoke glass-fronted cabinets and 
glass-topped drawers, mounted on mobile bases. One type of  
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from the provision of  immediate visual access to a sample 
of  the collections (with a minimal amount of  supporting 
information) for casual visitors to one-to-one services for 
researchers. Occupying the middle ground was a range of  
supervised activities.
The Collections Centre opened in October 2001. For the first 
two years, the Centre was open on Tuesdays to Thursdays, 
with the Study Area open on Tuesdays and Thursdays. The 
Welcome Area was staffed by members of  the existing 
curatorial team plus the Collections Services Officer, while the 
Study Area was staffed by the existing archives team. Following 
the creation of  a new post and the appointment of  a full-
time Collections Centre Facilitator post in November 2003, 
opening hours were extended to five days a week (Tuesdays 
to Saturdays) for the Welcome Area and three days a week 
(Tuesdays to Thursdays) for the Study Area. Events, activities 
and handling sessions are organised, including subject-specific 
and general tours, and trails for families as well as specialist 
groups. Drop-in events are targeted to specific periods such 
as school holidays and Museums Month.
During the first six months of  operation, staff  logged the 
number of  visitors to the Centre. This revealed that the 
level of  visitors to the Collections Centre remained roughly 
proportionate to the level of  visitors to the site as whole 
at the rate of  about 15%. Feedback forms were Staff  also 
solicited peer reviews from staff  from other museums and 
museology students who either made specific visits to see the 
Collections Centre or were given tours as part of  a seminar or 
workshop held at the Museum. The peer feedback was almost 
unanimously positive.
Formal summative evaluation of  the Collections Centre was 
carried out during August to October 2003. The evaluation 
took the form of:
yy three focus groups with research users, casual users and 
visitors with

talking to staff  or using the reading area. The Study Area 
provides access to the archive collections and reference library. 
Free information sheets on specific subjects are available so 
that visitors can pick up take-away information.
In parallel with the development of  the Collections Centre, the 
Museum procured a computerised collections management 
system (CMS) in order to draw together existing collections 
information from disparate electronic and manual sources. 
An essential criterion was that the system should be able 
to deliver collections information in the form of  both text 
and digital multimedia through a web browser interface. KE 
EMu, the system that was chosen after a rigorous tendering 
process, was installed on a dedicated server in September 
2000, together with data migrated from an existing database. 
Full implementation followed the completion of  the site wide 
data network in May 2001. EMu has an integral web interface, 
which can be customised to meet the client’s needs.  Thus, 
the database can be accessed either in the Collections Centre 
or remotely via the Museum’s website. However, progress on 
the population of  the collections management system did not 
keep pace with the physical population of  the Collections 
Centre because staff  were too stretched.
Since the opening of  the Collections Centre, the Museum 
has re-launched its website, having changed from a static 
website to a dynamic website that is driven by a content 
management system.   The EMu web interface has also 
undergone development in order to support narrative-based 
content aimed at educational users. Further developments will 
be implemented in 2006

Services
Given the differing viewpoints revealed through the front-end 
evaluation, the Collections Centre was consciously designed 
and developed to cater for different levels of  physical and 
intellectual engagement. The spectrum of  services ran 
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collections in the Welcome Area and on the outer wall of  
Store 1.
More recently, the Museum has used a Designation Challenge 
Fund grant to create a set of  250 handling boxes, which are 
nearing completion. About 100 of  the boxes are housed in 
shelving in the Welcome Area, where they are directly accessible 
to visitors. At times when the Handling Area is not in use far 
supervised activities, visitors are allowed to help themselves 
to boxes and generic activity sheets. As the Handling Area 
can be monitored remotely via the CCTV monitor in the 
Welcome Area, staff  would be able to intervene quickly if  
anything particularly untoward occurred. This type of  access 
does entail a higher level of  risk of  damage, but it also allows 
a greater degree of  direct access to the collections than if  
access were restricted to supervised sessions.

Reviewing services
The recent departure of  the first Collections Centre Facilitator 
provided the opportunity to implement a structured review 
programme. Consequently, we have appointed a new Facilitator 
on a one-year contract so that we can run a programme of  
services that is designed to test the demand from a range of  
audiences far particular services. Subject to the findings of  
this review, the future staffing of  the Collections Centre will 
be reassessed.

Notes
1. Head of  interpretation and learning at Museum of  Science and Industry 
– Manchester.

yy 1,500 one-to-one interviews with users;
yy three mystery shopper visits.

The findings revealed that many visitors were still unsure 
what the Collections Centre is about. This was not a surprise 
as such facilities are still the exception rather then the norm. 
Casual visitors tended to feel intimidated on first impression 
because of  the austere appearance (a predominance of  pale 
grey). However, they did feel that once you got past the 
first impression, staff  were friendly and helpful. Aside from 
making suggestions about softening the appearance to create a 
warmer fist impression, they were keen to be offered activities 
that would give structure to a visit.
Regularly visitors, mainly researchers who use our archive 
collections, were very appreciative of  the knowledgeability of  
staff  and the quality of  both the collections and the service. 
They like the sense of  “sanctuary” that the Study Area 
provides and were in favour of  extending the opening hours, 
preferably to seven days a week like the rest of  the Museum, 
in order to have more flexibility as regards when they could 
visit. Their main concern was that the proximity of  the Study 
Area to the Welcome Area means that there are occasional 
interruptions from visitors trying to find their way out and 
distractions if  there are noisy school groups in the Welcome 
Area.
As a result of  the summative evaluation, a number of  low-
cost changes were made. These included increasing the user 
capacity of  the Study Area by reorganising the Welcome Area 
so that it could accommodation filing cabinets containing loose 
information sources. One of  the objectives was to increase 
awareness of  the archive collections, whilst maintaining the 
‘sanctity’ of  the Study Area. This was achieved by creating 
a buying a suitable case/cabinet to accommodate a small 
archives display in the Welcome Area, which is changed 
quarterly, and by showing a selection of  photographs in our 
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