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Museums: New Technologies – New Challenges

Social, economic and technology changes are trigging factors for many new challenges in museums. Under the increased economic pressure they are forced to open themselves to the market and to re-define their self-image and their strategies. They have to learn that culture and economics are not excluding each other - that the traditional idea of a museum as a non-profit-organisation serving society obstructs the view on museums as enterprises that are submitted to the laws of the market. They are forced to change their perception of people: in terms of the market museums become institutions serving their clients. Museums will have to develop into modern service companies that work according to the requirements of their visitors without neglecting traditional tasks like collecting, maintaining and educating.

“Global players” in the cultural sector as the Museum of Modern Art and the Tate Gallery with their E-platform-project have shown the direction that museums and other cultural institutions could take in the future: using the possibilities of internet technologies for the increase of service quality, self-financing, the construction of regional and global networks to realise their tasks and goals, to enter new markets and target groups. In fact the possibilities of new technologies as multimedia and internet for radical redefinition of the museum's functions are vast: On the one hand the use of the internet is a superb possibility to employ marketing instruments, on the other hand it offers the possibility to generate new products or to make existing products more attractive via a new media presence that addresses yet unknown target groups.

Museums are going online - since the appearance of the first museum web sites, hundreds of museums have established a presence on the World Wide Web. But regarding the actual usage a gap of possibilities and realisation can be observed. The potential of the medium internet is often not exploited in the way it could be. Web presentations with professional marketing instruments and the use of the communicative and interactive possibilities of the medium are still not common. Many museums still provide their visitors only with the basic information: address, opening hours, and exhibition programmes. Many museum web sites are simply "broschure-ware", a means to promote the museums and its activities. They consider the internet mainly as a possibility to increase their recognition rating and to polish up their image via a better public relation and information service, mostly not realising to what extend they can benefit from the web. In a world in which nearly everything is accessible from every place museums have to compete with other media and service providers. In order to become important players in the information age they have to try to offer services within the mobile, virtual world which do not only support traditional functions. The question is no longer if, but how fast the importance of the medium for marketing activities and commercial transactions will increase.

To give a structured overview about museums products today and tomorrow the following chapter focuses on a short description of products traditionally offered by museums as well as new products on the basis of new technologies, especially the internet.
 

1 Museums products: Today – Tomorrow

Central for any museums activity is the „collection“ which can be described in terms of amount, type, importance, completeness or value of its objects. Their maintenance, enlargement, examination and imparting is the focus of all museums tasks and it is therefore often defined as the "core product" of museums. A more enlarged view states that the collection is the basis for the derivation of several products and services and could be used in different ways. 

The following scheme tries to categorise museums products in:

· Exhibitions and museums programmes (e. g. guided tours, events)

· Information and communication services

· Educational and content services

· Other services 

Information and communication services could be defined as services offered in order to provide background information about the museum and its exhibitions, e. g. leaflets, information sheets on special projects and exhibitions, aids for interpretation (like story tellers, headlines), introductory videos, museum newspapers and in electronic media virtual exhibitions. Educational and content services are services/products produced out of the collections, their work and know-how, e. g. advisory services, educational services, databases of digital objects, CD-Roms, catalogues and publications and research material. Other services are services which could be sold in "real" or virtual museums shops, e. g. posters, postcards, objects, T-shirts. Museums products vary for different museums, collection types and the primarily "vision" of the museum.

Apart from the mentioned "traditional" museums products new products could be generated by increasing community activities of museums. Such products help museums to be present outside themselves and comprise touring exhibitions, museum shops and outreach programmes. The most familar outreach activity of museums is the lending of objects for exhibitions as well as the organisation of travelling exhibitions to schools, hospitals etc.

As stated above, "museums are going online" and the new medium offers a variety of possibilities to distribute and to sale existing products. The following (product-oriented) online-strategies could be distinguished:

· Traditional products in traditional access and distribution formats (Output stays the same)

· Traditional products in new access and distribution formats (Output is or can be modified)

· New products and business sectors in new formats (New output is generated for or on the internet)

Figure 1 gives an overview about products and services which will be described in the following.


Enabled enabled throug new media/internet

Current Services
Changed Services
New Services

Exhibitions (and programmes)
Digitised objects (databases)
Shared databases

Collections (archives and depots)
Online exhibitions
Web-based training, E-learning programmes

Educational Material
Virtual tours
Print-on-demand services

Print, video, CD-ROM, slides
WWW-access to publications and educational material
Thematic portals

Seminars, events
Online-shops (with distribution possibilities)
Interactive games

Advisory services
Digital products on the WWW
Personalised services

Printed museums publications
Background information (e. g. links) to artists, exhibitions etc.
E-Newsletter

Multimedia

Online-membership programmes



Sponsoring activities

Figure 1: Current, changed and new services offered by museums
In the first category, the internet is merely a platform for information about an offer that the customer can make use of in the museum itself. Concerning a museum, this could refer to information about the museum, its exhibitions and activities as well as the possibility to order tickets or book guided tours via web. Products that can be ordered online from the museum shop and are delivered by mail also belong to this category (e. g. books, catalogues). The internet is used for the promotion of services, the service itself is being consumed how and where it used to be consumed. In this case, added value is generated by the convenience of the obtaining of information and ordering, by the added information and communication services as well as the possibility to compare products and prices. Direct income generation will become realistic when cheap and secure charging is available. Most museums will provide on-line shopping facilities, perhaps in alliance with other museums or commercial partner organizations. 

Examples of products and services in this category are:

· Exhibitions (and programmes)

· Collections (archives and depots)

· Education material

· Print, video, CD-ROM, slides

· Seminars, events

· Printed museum publications (catalogues, museums‘ books, scientific publications)

· Multimedia (e.g. video, CD-ROM)

In the second category all services are included which are modified (or can be modified). An example would be information services in digitised form (leaflets, folder, press info etc.) that can be obtained via internet (e.g. download) or via traditional ways of delivery (museum, mail). The consumer can choose in which way he prefers to access the product. An example for the simultaneity of a physical and a digital product is a museum’s newspaper that is delivered to museum’s members and customers by mail while at the same time published on the internet to be read and printed out there as well.

The added value for the customer is that he is able to choose the way in which he wants to consume the offered information services. Online features of this category are often equipped with added services, e.g. the museums offers, adding to the download option of press reports, an archive with earlier press releases. The user gets the possibility to get in touch with the museum via e-mail or to make suggestions and comments, hyperlinks give direct access to related web sites. 

Examples of products and services in this category are:

· Digitised objects (databases)

· Online exhibitions, virtual tours

· WWW access, Downloads of educational material/publications

· Distribution via online shops 

· Digital products on the WWW

· Background information (e. g. links) to artists, exhibitions and objects

In the third category, new services and products are generated exclusively in or for the internet like shared databases of different museums or personalisation services for the creation of digital products. Networks and networking - in the sense of linkage between different museums - are one of the central factors of developing new services on the web. In that respect the internet is superior to any other medium.

The added value of this category of products is the ability to offer an extend and a relevance of services elsewhere yet unknown. Portals with thematic and trade focusses are ideal-typical products enabled only by the internet. Compared with products on conventional media like print or CD-ROM catalogues, the internet adds an extensive range of search functionality, hyperlinks to related sites or platforms and a multitude of communication and contact possibilities which contain a degree of added value for providers and customers unobtainable for other media. 

Examples:

· Databases with objects of different museums

· Web-based training

· E-learning programmes

· Print-on-demand services

· Thematic portals

· (Interactive) Games

· Online membership programmes

· Sponsoring activities (e. g. for exhibitions)

· Personalisation servies for the creation of digital products (e. g. personal calendars)

· Electronic newsletter for notification about special exhibitions, educational programs and Members' activities
Last but not least, several products created for or generated on the internet could on the other hand get another media presence, e.g. a virtual exhibition which is being distributed on CD-ROM. There is also the possibility of publishing complementary products as a paper catalogue issued at the same time as a virtual exhibition.

2 Examples: Trends and Development possibilities for online products

A main feature concerning visitor service will be the extension of virtual guided tours through the museum which are of special interest for people who are not able to visit the museum themselves or for those who want to prepare their visit thoroughly. The value for the web user increases if additional information about the displayed objects is given. A good example is the National Museum of Science and technology Leonardo da Vinci (http://www.museoscienza.org/english/museovr/Default.htm).

Virtual exhibitions offer another possibility for museums to present themselves on the WWW and contain several advantages: they are cheap and they offer opportunities that are often too expensive to be realised in the physical exhibition, like bringing together objects from different collections from all over the world or not accessable for the public. Virtual exhibitions can be used for PR-purposes and to reach customers that are unable to visit the museum itself. An example for an exhibition designed exclusively for the internet is the LEMO project of the Deutsches Historisches Museum  that presents a collection of text, image, audio and video files about German 20th century history (http://www.dhm.de/lemo).

Sending live pictures from the museum via webcam or special pictures or sequences generated via webcam at special events is another feature that some museums have taken up and that might become a new standard for museums’ web sites (visit the London Transport Museum under http://www.ltmuseum.co.uk/piazzacam/piazzac.html).

Strong focus especially under an educational point of view will in future be put on interactive applications. The user is encouraged to gain active access to the information the museum is able to offer, a feature set up ideally by the Metropolitan Museum of Art (http://www.metmuseum.org/guestbook.asp). "My Met Calendar" allows to customize the Museum's online calendar so that it displays only those events that are likely to interest the individual user. "My Met Gallery" gathers together one‘s favorite works of art from the Museum's online collection. E-Learning and webbased trainings are applications that could be a useful and interesting contribution to the conventional educational programmes of museums.

A special feature that slowly finds its way into museums’ online presentations is the employment of WAP-services for the dissemination of all kind of information concerning the museum, its collections and programme. It is yet unknown if this feature will become state-of-the-art for the online products of museums or remain a rather exotic service mostly left up to commercial providers. An example can be evaluated on the website of the Istituto e Museu di Storia della Scienza (http://galileo.imss.firenze.it) and on the commercial site http://www.museum.com/ (http://virtual.wapjag.com/?url=wap.museum.com).

An example for an integrated museum’ database that even offers the possibility to order high-quality prints of items of the museum’s collection using state-or-the-art technology (= print-on-demand) promises  to be the project “Opening the museum” of the Museum of Fine Arts in Boston (http://www.mfa.org/). A further scenario for the future would be networking museums databases that receive their data from the individual databases of the associated museums and increase their value by merging the spread-out data.

Museums can also play a key role in the development of subjects gateways in the web, concerning the amount of expert knowledge, objects and information they maintain. Possible contents could be scientific publications, digitized images, records etc.

3 Conclusion

To summarise, as far as it can be estimated, a focus of the future of museums’ online products will most probably be the education and content market with its different ways of enabling access to the museums’ collections and knowledge, thereby adding to the development of the knowledge society. Museums are forced to take their chances on these markets if they want to survive the fight for the customers’ time and – not to forget – money, a point of interest with increasing importance in times of decreasing public funding.

Only few European museums have by now got involved in the more commercial dimension of museums’ online presentations. They take advantage of hardly any other e-commerce application than the museum’s online shop. Regarding the progress of the digitisation of museum collections this situation could change towards the discovery that the object databases are a new resource to be made use of. Museums need to develop strategies and models about how to at the same time fulfill their non-profit-obligation to educate and inform the public and to exploit their resources commercially. Networking could help to change museums’ websites into small, but growing profit-centers. 
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� An indepth-analysis of some good examples of online museum web sites was distributed separatively from this paper.


� This approach is not inconsistent with the wide-spreat differentiation of museums presences on the web but only serves different goals: the main focus of this paper is to describe product strategies and to derive possible products and services for the CH sector but not only to describe existing products in online media. The mentioned alternative approach as described in Schweibenz, Werner: Das virtuelle Museum - Überlegungen zu Begriff und Erscheinungsformen des Museums im Internet. 1998. � HYPERLINK http://www.compania-media.de/mum/mumo.htm ��http://www.compania-media.de/mum/mumo.htm� distinguish the following types of museum web sites: 1. The brochure-museum (web site with informational and promotional character) 2. The content museum (comprehensive presentation of the museum and its collections with online-access to digital objects) and 3. The Learning museum (the virtual museum which attracts new user groups to visit the real museum).
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