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ABSTRACT 

 

This PhD project is triggered by the need for an exploration of the existing digital mediation 
practices in Danish museums to evaluate the outcomes and values of these practices as a 
contribution to museum mediation in general and the goals of knowledge sharing, visitor 
experience, and participation in particular. Following an explorative approach, this 
dissertation examines and presents the development, practice, and perceived outcomes of 
digital museum mediation in Denmark. The empirical collection steers away from 
tendencies in research that seem to focus on anecdotes, best-practice examples, or a 
normative framing of the ‘oughts’ of digital technologies. The main question is: In what 
ways does digital museum mediation support knowledge sharing, visitor experience, and 
participation? 

The dissertation presents a mixed methods research design that takes the institutional, 
museum practice, and technology perspectives into account through different methods, 
which are both qualitative and quantitative. The embedded research design consists of three 
main methods to collect the data. The interconnected steps consist of a mapping of 117 
public funding reports and applications, cultural political documents, as well as a museum 
practice journal covering the development between 1996-2013. On that backdrop, semi-
structured interviews with seven museum professionals, and a web questionnaire among 
sixty-six state-subsidized museums about the current state of digital museum mediation in 
Denmark were conducted.   

Due to the lack of empirical evidence, one of the main points of focus is to show the 
current state of what digital museum mediation means in Danish museums. This 
dissertation will also show how we got here, meaning how certain expectations by different 
actors have influenced each other along the way. The dissertation will illustrate that when 
cultural heritage institutions adopt new digital media and platforms, they have a particular 
understanding of ‘digital’, as it is seen as a means to an end in order to accomplish certain 
institutional goals. Further, the analysis will critically inspect such perceptions and practices, 
and present an exploration of how those have shaped the outcomes of mediating digitally.  
 
The four articles embedded in this dissertation discuss different steps in the analytical 
process of this research. Those articles build on each other, and reflect the crystallization 
process that stems from the data analyses of the collected materials. 

In combination, the articles illustrate a complex actor-network, which is framed by 
cultural political and socio-technological developments, that together shape the perceived 
outcomes of digital museum mediation. The evaluation of perceived outcomes and values 
of digital museum mediation is presented in the context of museum practice defined by its 
institutional embeddedness, personal competencies, and mindsets.  

 
After more than twenty years of digital museum practice, this research seeks to conclude 
on how technological affordances are understood by museum institutions and professionals 
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and how that perception matches the paradigms and agenda-setting posed by the museum 
field and by cultural policy.  The background chapters show how the research subject is 
defined by constant change. In many cases, ‘digital’ resembles a floating signifier, thus it 
very rarely means the same thing twice, while most research on ‘digital’ lacks clear 
definitions. The word ‘digital’ has through technical development and through human use 
and perception signified a broad range of ideas about, for instance, technology, 
connections, and communication.   
 
The findings from the web survey describe the current state of digital mediation practice, 
highlighting the museums’ digital confidence related to communication- and audience-
related outputs and outcomes. However, the current paradigms related to participation and 
citizen-empowerment are considered least supported by digital mediation activities, which 
contradicts the initial expectations towards digital technologies as facilitators of 
democratizing processes within the museum world. The reasons for that might however not 
be directly related to digital mediation. Instead, the gap between expectations and practice 
points back to the museums’ lack of resources in terms of funding and employees, as well 
as ‘old’ mindsets and insufficient skillsets. The research bases the presentation of contextual 
factors on a development of over twenty-five years and embeds the findings of the current 
practice within this perspective. 

What all the concepts of this dissertation have in common is that they are part of 
normative discussions since it is about complex, ever-changing phenomena such as practice, 
culture, and technology. These discussions are held in different arenas, and this research 
attempts to bring them together, to create one forum where positions are presented on the 
same level.  
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RESUMÉ 

 

Formålet med dette ph.d.-projekt er at dokumentere og evaluere den eksisterende digitale 
formidlingspraksis på danske museer med henblik på at måle resultaterne og værdierne af 
disse initiativer som et bidrag til museumsformidling generelt og til videndeling, 
brugeroplevelse, samt brugerinddragelse og –deltagelse i særdeleshed. Gennem en 
eksplorativ tilgang, undersøger og præsenterer denne afhandling udviklingen, praksissen og 
de opfattede resultater af digital museumsformidling i Danmark. Evalueringen sker ud fra 
følgende forskningsspørgsmål: på hvilke måder fremmer digitaliseret museumsformidling 
i Danmark videndeling, oplevelse, brugerinddragelse og deltagelse?  

Afhandlingen præsenterer et mixed methods forskningsdesign, der tager de 
institutionelle, museumspraktiske og teknologiske perspektiver i betragtning gennem 
forskellige metoder, som er både kvalitative og kvantitative. Forskningsdesignet består af tre 
primære metoder til indsamling af data. De indbyrdes forbundne metodiske trin omfatter 
en mapping af 117 kulturpolitiske dokumenter, rapporter og ansøgninger vedrørende de 
offentlige digitale puljer, et tidsskrift om museumspraksis, som dækker udviklingen mellem 
1996-2013, semi-strukturerede interviews med syv museumsmedarbejdere, og et 
landsdækkende online spørgeskema med 66 statsstøttede museer. 
 
Efter mere end 20 års digital museumspraksis vil denne afhandling vise, hvordan 
teknologiske affordances bliver forstået af museumsinstitutionerne såvel som af 
medarbejderne, og hvordan denne opfattelse matcher de paradigmer, som er blevet 
formuleret i både kulturpolitikken og i museumsverdenen selv. 

På grund af manglende empiriske undersøgelser er en af de vigtigste fokuspunkter at 
vise, hvad digital museumsformidling betyder for danske museer. Denne afhandling vil også 
fremstille, hvordan vi er nået til dette punkt i dansk museumsformidling, og hvordan visse 
forventninger hos forskellige aktører har påvirket hinanden undervejs. Afhandlingen vil 
illustrere, at når museer integrerer nye digitale medier og platforme, er årsagerne, at ’det 
digitale’ opfattes som et middel med henblik på at opnå visse institutionelle mål. Endvidere 
vil analysen kritisk besigtige sådanne opfattelser og praksisser, og fremlægge en udforskning 
af hvordan disse har formet resultaterne af digital formidling.  
 
Fire artikler danner hovedanalysen i denne afhandling, som beskriver forskellige trin i 
forskningsprocessen. Disse artikler bygger på hinanden, og afspejler 
krystalliseringsprocessen, der har rod i dataanalyserne af det indsamlede materiale. I 
kombination illustrerer artiklerne et komplekst aktør-netværk, som er indrammet af 
kulturelle politiske og socio-teknologiske udviklinger, der sammen skaber de opfattede 
resultater af digital museumsformidling. Evaluering af opfattede resultater og værdier af 
digital museumsformidling præsenteres i forbindelse med museumspraksis defineret ved 
sin institutionelle forankring samt personlige kompetencer og opfattelser.  
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Resultaterne fra onlineundersøgelsen beskriver den aktuelle state of the art i digital 
formidlingspraksis, hvilket præsenterer museernes digitale fortrolighed relateret til 
kommunikations – og modtagerrelaterede outputs og resultater. De nuværende paradigmer 
relateret til deltagelse og medborgerskab betragtes imidlertid ikke som signifikant støttet af 
digitale formidlingsaktiviteter. Denne opfattelse strider imod de oprindelige forventninger 
til digitale teknologier som formidler af demokratiseringsprocesser inden for 
museumsverdenen. Årsagerne til dette behøver dog ikke nødvendigvis skyldes digital 
formidling umiddelbart. I stedet peger resultaterne på, at museernes manglende ressourcer 
hvad angår finansiering og medarbejdere, samt mind- og skill-sets, er afgørende for, at digital 
museumsformidling stadigvæk ikke regnes for en succesfuld faktor i museernes 
samfundsrelaterede mål.  
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1|  
INTRODUCTION 

 

I really don’t know where we are at now. Just as I said earlier, I really do not know where 
the robots come in. That’s after all the next thing. I don’t know when we’ll have robots for 
the first time that will help us in museums. I really don’t know, it is all going so fast. (IP 4) 

This interview quote is quite telling about many different facets of what makes this research 

subject compelling and complex. What at first sight sounds like a funny commentary about ‘the 

robots’ is actually an honest declaration of a museum professional that has been working with 

digital museum mediation since the beginnings in the 1990s. It is representative of an uncertainty 

that characterizes working in this field, where both museums and technology are in a constant 

process of change. It is this characteristic of change in combination with the expectations that 

people attribute to technological affordances that make this research genuinely interesting and 

multifaceted. 

This dissertation is situated at the intersection of two dominant research areas that just as 

their subjects are in a state of constant flux. Media and communication studies and museology 

are at the heart of this research at hand. Since these two areas are in themselves interdisciplinary, 

this dissertation is situated within a field that can be called ‘digital heritage’ (Parry 2005). 

Thus, the topic of digital museum mediation is worth investigating on several levels: from 

the media history perspective, it describes a technological development within a graspable 

environment and time span. From the museological perspective, it highlights a part of museum 

institutions that is symbolic for the expectations that are directed towards the museum’s role, 

being of service to society, while being subject to market-driven logics.  

The fact that new media developments bring about fascination for the new, the future, the 

unknown is not new, rather it is part of a media studies tradition. In media studies, a lack of 

understanding of the working and logics of new media (towards the audience, and its role in 

society) in combination with a fascination have often lead to theories and further investigation. 

Theorists such as Adorno & Horckheimer or Marshall McLuhan have been guided by a 

fascination for media (in this case popular media like television) they could not make sense of. 
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What they did do, however, was try to understand them and then draw conclusions about how 

to better use them for the greater good.  

Nicholas Negroponte wrote the seminal work ‘Being Digital’ in 1995. His book includes a 

dedication to his wife, where he thanks her for the years that they have been together. This is 

how he chose to phrase it: ‘To Elaine who has put up with my being digital for exactly 11111 

years’. I think what this quote can show is the fascination with which Negroponte, a senior 

researcher at MIT and co-creator of the MIT Media Lab, approached the subject. He was 

considered the leading expert on what digital means and entails for the future. This very 

specialized knowledge about the technical details and the about social impact came accompanied 

with personal and playful associations. Even the researcher that raised awareness about the 

numerical nature of the digital could not help but put it in another context and make it ‘his’. 

Something as abstract as ones and zeroes can quickly be adapted into something more personal, 

more human. And this is the story of media history that is not new, yet in this case digital is not 

just one medium, but a format.  

A bit has no color, size, or weight, and it can travel at the speed of light. It is the smallest 
atomic element of the DNA of information. For practical purposes we consider a bit to be 
a 1 or a 0. Over the past 25 years we have been able to digitize more and more types of 
information, like audio and video, rendering them into a similar reduction of 1s and 0s. 
(Negroponte 1995, 14) 

 

The particularity of digital is exactly the numerical format – it transcends pure media-, 

technology-, or platform-thinking. This is an important point when it comes to museums who 

have collections at their core. With the digitization of not just the processes, but ultimately the 

core of a museum’s existence, digital mediation connects, creates networks, defines new 

boarders. At the same time, as the research findings will shows, digital mediation only makes up 

on average twenty-five percent of the museums’ mediation. Asking what, how and why questions 

about digital museum mediation quickly leads back to understanding the framing actors involved 

in the process.  

This dissertation covers the development from the year 1996 until 2019 – in technology time 

that is quite a long era. Until then, digital technology had been developed for military, research, 

science and slowly been adopted as personal computers to be introduced to offices first and then 

the households of those that could afford a new processor, screen, and keyboard. Equipped with 

this setup, the next step would be to connect to a bigger network.  

By that point, both research and fiction had already started imagining what this 

interconnected network could facilitate, change, or disrupt.  That time around the 1980s saw a 
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lot of transformation, characterized by new possibilities presented through the establishment of 

access to the internet for a steadily growing number of (private) people, led by the USA, but 

quickly followed by Denmark. Media theorists explained and explored the new logics presented 

by living in a ‘Network Society’ (Dijk 1991; Castells 1996).  

In the US American politics, promises of the ‘Information Superhighway’ made imagine a 

faster and brighter future, made possible by technological developments. Politics invested 

significantly in technology, clinging on to the idea that technology is equal to innovation and leads 

to socio-economic success. This has been criticized as the ‘Californian Ideology’ (first coined in 

1995), recognizing the quickly dominating tension between the (unquestioned) belief in the 

power of technology for societal development and (free) market logics. The authors that coined 

the term, British media theorists Richard Barbrook and Andy Cameron, hypothesized that: ‘The 

Californian Ideology, therefore, simultaneously reflects the disciplines of market economics and 

the freedoms of hippie artisanship. This bizarre hybrid is only made possible through a nearly 

universal belief in technological determinism’ (1996, 50). 

1995 was the year that the Danish Ministry of Research published the IT-political review and 

action plan Info Samfundet 2000 (Info society 2000) (Forskningsministeriet 1996), a defining 

political document that described the future technological visions for a country that should 

quickly transform its public system to a digital one. It was this document that described the first 

public funding pool for digital cultural mediation, namely Kulturnet Danmark. This initiative 

shall be the point of departure for the development of digital museum mediation in this 

dissertation. It is within this era of networks and digitization that the development of digital 

museum mediation in Denmark kicks off, substantially funded by cultural policy to contribute 

to this info society 2000.  

In the year 1995, in total three museums had websites in Denmark, namely the National 

Museum, Karen Blixen Museum, and Horsens Kunstmuseum, which the author then called 

‘presentation sites’ (Hansen 1995, 57). As this dissertation’s survey results show, now every single 

museum in Denmark has at least one website, and is engaging in various other online 

communication platforms. This is just one example of how the meaning of digital museum 

mediation has dramatically changed. Time is an essential variable in this analysis.  

One thing that this short history of the understanding of technology and its role in society 

wants to demonstrate is that visions of affordances and disruptive characteristics have regularly 

preceded implementation and use.  
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The subject of digital museum mediation lends itself to different areas of scholarly interest, 

such as media studies, communication studies, cultural policy research, museum studies, heritage 

studies, cultural value research - all of which rather young fields of inquiry.  

Furthermore, and equally important, grey literature1 on digital museum mediation is 

abundant. Proceedings from museum practice conferences, books, and calls for action illustrate 

how practicians make sense and share their knowledge about ongoing developments within their 

field.   

Museum institutions have been criticized to be decoupled from progression in society, 

clinging to an authoritative mode of narrating the same stories, based on their valuable 

collections, to the same narrow audiences (i.e., Dewdney, Dibosa, and Walsh 2013). The value 

of culture itself is constantly under debate, and many voice the importance and duty of museums 

in making this value available and approachable to everyone. Many of those discussion will guide 

and follow us throughout this dissertation. 

Considering this particular situation of great expectations that museums are envisioned to 

fulfill, it seems that the advent of digital technologies has introduced an expectation that it might 

be the solution to the (new) roles that museums are theorized to have to fulfill in society.  

The official ICOM museum definition is currently under review ‘in the light of the changing 

social role of museums’, which predominantly concerns  ‘museum values, participation and 

social inclusion in Europe and Latin America’ (Brown and Mairesse 2018, 525). 

As I write the final words of this dissertation, the alternative ICOM museum definition was 

just published and is presented for a vote within the next few months (in September 2019). The 

suggestion to be voted on is: 

Museums are democratising, inclusive and polyphonic spaces for critical dialogue about 
the pasts and the futures. Acknowledging and addressing the conflicts and challenges of 
the present, they hold artefacts and specimens in trust for society, safeguard diverse 
memories for future generations and guarantee equal rights and equal access to heritage 
for all people. 
Museums are not for profit. They are participatory and transparent, and work in active 
partnership with and for diverse communities to collect, preserve, research, interpret, 
exhibit, and enhance understandings of the world, aiming to contribute to human dignity 
and social justice, global equality and planetary wellbeing. (“ICOM Announces the 
Alternative Museum Definition That Will Be Subject to a Vote” 2019) 

                                                 
1 Grey literature is a term used to describe research that is published and ‘produced directly by organisations, 
including government departments and agencies, academic research centres, NGOs and think tanks, and 
commercial consultants. Common types include reports, discussion papers, working papers, briefings, literature 
reviews, white and green papers, submissions, evaluations, fact sheets and guides, position papers, and procedures’ 
(Lawrence et al. 2014 , 5). 
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This proposed new definition reflects the paradigms that will be discussed in this dissertation, in 

particular regarding participation and the democratization of museums. The development of the 

museum definition will be presented in chapter two in further detail, discussing the changing 

expectations directed towards museums in societies.  

In his book ‘Do Museums Still Need Objects?’, American historian Steven Conn asserts that 

‘We live in a museum age’, and explains: 

This, then, is the state of our museum age: museums proliferating and thriving, attracting 
record numbers, enjoying a building boom and sitting atop our cultural hierarchy. At the 
same time, museums are being attacked and challenged in a whole host of ways, walking a 
perilously fine line between their nonprofit ethos and the world of corporate money, 
between education and ‘‘info-tainment,’’ between opening up and being overrun. With all 
this in mind, museums have probably never been quite so exciting. (Conn 2010, 6) 

 

This quote also reflects the reality in which Danish museums find themselves: visitor numbers in 

Denmark are steadily rising (“Den nationale brugerundersøgelse for museer. Årsrapport 2018” 

2019), the museums’ value is uncontested among public cultural institutions (Tænketanken 

Mandag Morgen 2019), and recent years have seen a number of new museums (buildings) (i.e., 

M/S Museet for Søfart, Tirpitz Museum, Strandingsmuseum St. George, Moesgaard Museum). 

Yet, mere numbers are no guarantee for social value and impact. The topic of social 

relevance and the museum’s role in and for society has been framing discussions in academia 

and practice, as the example of the participatory paradigm shows. This dissertation is no 

exception, as it is part of a research project called Our Museum, which seeks to contribute to a 

socially relevant museum mediation practice through scholarly research and interventions.  

The subject of mediation includes the importance of the mediators. The subsequent analysis 

will be informed based on assumptions underlying the Actor-Network-Theory, assuming a 

plurality of actors which include the aforementioned technologies.  

 
Bridging between the practices of both heritage professionals and their audiences as well 
as theory remains not just a practical possibility, but a necessity, if we are to fully understand 
whether users are becoming more engaged by digital tools, and if so, what the value of this 
engagement is for their experience of heritage. (King, Stark, and Cooke 2016, 96) 

 

It indeed is a very interesting moment to be writing this dissertation, since a moment of saturation 

if not maturity is starting to form. After roughly twenty-five years of digital practice - riding the 

wave - we might be witnessing a plateau. As the dissertation will illustrate, even people who have 
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worked in this field since the beginnings still do not know what the picture will look like in five 

years time. We will hear accounts of being so immersed in digital that it seems like there is no 

way out. At the same time, we will also realize that museums are by far not as digital as they are 

made out to be. This thesis explores the development, how museums got there and what the 

driving agendas were and still are. It is not an entirely linear development, and as I am working 

on this dissertation, different aspects might be more important than just three years ago when I 

started this project.  

For instance, Nordea Foundation, which is a private foundation that has substantially 

supported the development of digital mediation in Danish museums, also recently supported a 

project (with 11,2 million kroner) that is consciously steering away from this digital normativity 

and everyday technology use, as their headline states ‘Million [kroner] support is to get children 

away from the screens’. The following short excerpt from their project description supports their 

argument: 

A colossal digital development has taken place in children's everyday lives - in school and 
in their personal spare time. At the same time, a wave of digitalization in recent years has 
rinsed through the museums' mediation. Online platforms, iPads and touch screens have 
created access to large museums' collections and made sharing the world of art possible to 
a hitherto unprecedented extent. However, a disadvantage of the digital development might 
be that it drains the area called children's play and creative abilities in the direct interaction 
from person to person. (Kunsten Museum of Modern Art Aalborg 2018) 

 

As the first article presented in this thesis will show, the main target group for digital mediation 

was young people. Would a project like that have been developed and supported just five years 

ago? So far, this project is rather the exception but could be an indicator of a more critical and 

mature approach to digital. It is too soon to conclude on that; so for now, this research presents 

the development, the current state and the circumstances that have shaped where we are right 

now in respect to digital museum mediation. 

One of the main points of focus is to show the actual state of the art of what digital museum 

mediation means in Danish museums in 2019. This dissertation will also show how we got here, 

meaning how certain expectations by different actors have influenced each other along the way. 

Further, the analysis will critically inspect such perceptions and practices, and present an 

exploration of how those have shaped the outcomes of mediating digitally.  

What all the subjects of this dissertation have in common is that they are part of normative 

discussions since it is about practice, it is about culture, and it is about technology. Those 
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discussions are held in different arenas, and one of the efforts of this research is to bring them 

together, to create one forum where positions are presented on one level. 
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RESEARCH AIM AND OBJECTIVES 
 

This PhD project is triggered by the need for an evaluation of the existing digital mediation in 

Danish museums to measure the outcomes and values of these initiatives as a contribution to 

museum mediation in general and knowledge sharing, visitor experience, and participation in 

particular. Following an explorative approach, this dissertation examines and presents the 

development, practice, and perceived outcomes of digital museum mediation in Denmark.  

 

Problem formulation and questions 

If we approached the question of what digital mediation is and what its outputs and outcomes 

are in the narrow sense, we would have to look at a vast amount of ones and zeros. Because what 

‘digital’ technically and originally means ‘composed of data in the form of especially binary digits’ 

2. That, of course, is not what we now mean when we talk about digital mediation. The word 

‘digital’ has through technical development and at the same time through people’s use and 

perception thereof signified a broad range of ideas about for instance technology, connections, 

and communication.  This dissertation will illustrate that when cultural heritage institutions adopt 

new digital media and platforms, the reasons are that ‘digital’ is seen as a means to an end in 

order to accomplish certain institutional goals. In many cases, ‘digital’ is a floating signifier, 

implying different concepts of technologies and potentials and threats. Moreover, most research 

on ‘digital’ does not provide clear definitions.  

Eventually, this exemplifies the need to take a closer look and explore what digital mediation 

means, by evaluating what has been implemented and what the outcomes of these initiatives are. 

By tracing the development of digital mediation in Denmark from the institutional perspective, 

we will gain insight into what the characteristics and practices are.  

I want to turn the floating signifier into a concrete phenomenon that has origins, patterns, 

affordances, and outcomes. In the words of Bruno Latour (1999, 304), this dissertation will look 

into the ‘black box’ in order to conclude on the outputs and, more importantly, the outcomes. 

This dissertation, therefore, explores the whole pathway from the institutional perspective, 

                                                 
2 http://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/digital (last accessed: 01/08/2019) 
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namely implementation, practice, perceived affordances, and perceived outcomes of digital 

museum mediation.  

Digital cultural heritage scholar Simon Tanner points out that ‘Recent research into the value 

and impact of digitized collections (Tanner & Deegan, 2011) has shown that there are clear 

benefits and value in the activity, but there is also a lack of impact measures to back up the 

assertions with significant evidence beyond the anecdotal’ (2012, 9). 

This dissertation focuses on the outcomes that Danish museums perceive digital museum 

mediation to have, to seek a conclusion on the role of digital mediation, guided by the following 

main research question: 

 

In what ways does digital museum mediation promote knowledge sharing, visitor experience, 

and participation?  

 

The question uses a positive way of inquiring, instead of merely asking ‘does digital museum 

mediation support…’, this dissertation approaches the research subject based on literature that 

has established benefits, which will be presented in the literature review in chapter three. The 

research findings are, however, not necessarily expected to affirm but rather to verify and/or 

falsify and further contextualize such assertions.  

Throughout the three years of this PhD project, the research question underwent only some 

minor changes. The very first version was already formulated as part of the overall research 

project ‘Our Museum’, where my project was to find evidence for such impacts of digital 

technologies in the museal context. After having reviewed the literature on impact assessment 

and evaluation research, I have come to the conclusion that the term impact does not match what 

I explore in this dissertation since it fundamentally applies to the audience, the community, and 

the museum’s potential audience. Therefore, I use the term perceived outcomes that more 

accurately describes a change that museums can report on.  

 

The question might at first glance seem trivial, yet it entails understanding where those intended 

outcomes stem from, what actors are involved in such processes, as well as the final step of 

evaluating whether the technologies’ affordances are being understood and used by museums to 

support such activities. This research project seeks to find an answer to both parts of the research 

question: 1) ‘in what ways’ includes the practices and 2) the outcomes (i.e., knowledge sharing, 

visitor experience, and participation).  
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Furthermore, sub-questions have been applied to explore the foundations that in 

combination can contribute to answering the main research question. Those individual questions 

also serve as guidelines for the collection and analysis of the material, as part of a mixed methods 

research design. The individual steps of the research design and collection will be described in 

detail as part of the methodological considerations in the following chapter. 

 

I. Retracing what expectations were directed towards the introduction of digital technologies 

to museums, how they were expected to be met and who the included actors are. 

The first article is guided by the question: What are the essential factors that influence(d) 

the implementation of digital mediation projects in Danish museums? 

After this thorough analysis of already existing material, which includes a mapping of 

cultural-political documents, applications and reports for public funding, and articles 

from a museum practice journal, in the next step of my empirical approach, I will use 

these insights gained in order to develop and conduct a museum survey.  

 

II. Exploring the meaning of expected outcomes via the example of ‘participation’. 

The initial mapping established a current focus on participation as the leading paradigm 

in research as well as museum practice. That is why this dissertation takes a more in-

depth look into this paradigm and the ways in which it can be put into practice by 

museums in the interaction with its audience.   

What characteristics define participation on a cultural political level, translated into 

practice through museum institutions? And: To what extent can heritage institutions such 

as museums facilitate ‘real’ participation to support a change in the community’s lives? 

 

III. Mapping the digital practices at Danish museums and what values are attributed. 

What evidence is there for the promotion of knowledge sharing, visitor experience, and 

participation through digital mediation in Danish museums? 

A web survey collects the knowledge that museum professionals in Denmark have 

gathered regarding visitors’ digital mediation practices and outcomes of digital mediation, 

while it also explores the ways in which museums evaluate their work via research and 

evaluations.  

 

IV. Institutional factors that frame the ways in which digital mediation is constructed. A 

deeper understanding of how digital practice is constructed by museum professionals. 
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What institutional factors shape digital museum practice, thus the ways in which museum 

professionals work with and make use of digital technologies at Danish museums? 

 

Those steps form the foundation for each article, which will be presented in chapter four. 
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THESIS STRUCTURE 
 

This dissertation is article-based, which means that its format is as such: an introduction to the 

underlying theoretical and research developments and description of main methodological 

framework will precede the presentation of four independent articles (at different stages of 

publication in international academic journals), to then combine and discuss the conclusions in 

a summarising chapter.  

In detail, this dissertation is divided up in the following chapters: 

The first chapter will introduce the context that this research project is situated within. I will 

briefly introduce the research project that guided the overall aims of this dissertation. Further, I 

will describe the research aim and objectives, including the main guiding question.  

 

Chapter two introduces and discusses the theoretical background contexts that shape the subject 

at hand. In the second section of that chapter, a literature review analyses previous research and 

empirical approaches to the topic of digital museum mediation.  

 

After the introduction of the theme and terminology of this dissertation, the overall research 

approach and methodology will be presented in chapter three. As part of the research design, 

the individual methods and procedure of the mixed methods approach are described in detail.  

 

In chapter four, we will then turn towards the individual analytical steps that carry the core 

discussions about the individual steps described in the methodology chapter. I will in several 

steps look further into the implementation, use, practice, and outcomes of digital mediation in 

Danish state-subsidized museums. Those steps are explored through the four articles, which 

make up the middle section of this dissertation.  

 

The last article opens up to chapter five, weaving the findings together in a discussion of 

implementation, practice, perceived affordances, and outcomes, based on the four articles as well 

as supporting examples from the empirical material. British scholar on cultural value Eleonora 

Belfiore reminds us that ‘[…] when exploring complex questions (and cultural and political 
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questions are inescapably complex), the researcher needs to accept that it might not be possible 

to find easy answers that can tidily fit into a journal article’ (2009, 355). That is why I am taking 

the opportunity to add further discussions that have arisen from the combined materials collected 

and analysed.  

 

At the end of chapter five, I will draw concluding remarks as well as contributions to research 

and practice. Limitations and particularities connected with the research design will be reflected 

upon, and lastly, future research possibilities will be proposed. 
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OUR MUSEUM 
 

Our Museum (in Danish: Vores Museum) is a nationwide research project, which addresses 

several shortcomings in current (Danish) museum research, concerning both theory and 

methodology development as well as practice-based empirical research.  

The guiding research question is: How can museum mediation be developed in regards to 

strengthening the social inclusion and civic participation of Danish citizens? 

The project group includes partners from four universities as well as eight museums in 

Denmark. In total thirteen projects work on a broad spectrum of museum mediation related 

topics, covering both historical and current subjects. The current research strand of Our Museum 

works in direct collaboration with the museums: the PhD and postdoctoral scholars not only 

analyse but develop possible solutions together with their partner museums.  

My research project is situated within the historical strand since it does not concern a specific 

case study and does not seek to implement a direct measure to strengthen museum mediation. 

The findings from my research might, however, be used to formulate best practice 

recommendations based on the nationwide survey.  

Being part of this active research network entails following a common analytical, theoretical 

and terminological framework, which was formulated by the project’s senior researchers before 

the individual projects started. It is based on the assumption that 

 

there currently exists a gap between considerable economic, political and practical 
developments in museum communication and research-based knowledge on these 
processes/progresses. This gap means that museum communication remains under-
theorised, the societal impact of communication practices and projects remains under-
documented, and innovation of museum communication remains too little based on 
systematic evidence. (Drotner 2017)3 

 
Indeed, Our Museum is part of the practice turn in museology (i.e., Macdonald 2010) which 
addresses the need to bridge the gap between museum theory on the one side and museum 
practice on the other side.  

                                                 
3 Note: the project’s core term ‘formidling’ does not have an exact translation into English. I consider, after a 
thorough deliberation, the use of ‘mediation’ appropriate for the research topic at hand. The overall project 
terminology uses ‘communication’ as English equivalent. 
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The project operates with three analytical dimensions, namely: institutional, representational 

(i.e., exhibition, media, objects), and user (visitors and non-visitors) perspective. My project 

situates itself within the institutional dimension in theory and methodology, including the 

representational and user-perspective only through the lens of museum professionals, via the 

concepts of perceived affordances and implied audience.  

Our Museum’s guiding document specifies that all projects shall contribute to 
 

x promoting citizens' social inclusion, citizenship and citizen engagement 
x operationalizing experiences and research findings so that they can have a guiding 

function both in practice and in principle for other museums (best practice). (Drotner 
2018) 

 

Moreover, another project-related research goal is the theoretical discussion and testing of a one-

dimensional view of a dichotomy between the ideas of enlightenment versus 

entertainment/experience, which is argued to have been a dominant hypothesis in scholarly 

literature about the driving forces in the development of the role of western museums in society 

(cf. Christensen and Haldrup 2019).  

The important factor of being part of this network of researchers, who work on related areas, 

is that some of the areas might overlap. In this sense, the projects support each other in that they 

have similar aims yet different analytical angles.  

In practice, that means, for instance, that there are two other projects that look into the 

adoption of digital technologies in two case museums, and those projects include foci on both 

the technologies and users. Thus, those projects include visitor studies by conducting interviews, 

focus groups, and observations regarding the use of digital mediation in those museums. One 

project, for instance, developed digital mediation for a staff-less historic site (meaning, no 

mediation or security staff are present in the building itself), exploring how the historic exterior 

and surroundings can be connected to the visit through digital guides.  

Thus, due to the multi-dimensional project Our Museum, my individual research has a clear 

focus on the institutional perspective on the impact of digital museum mediation as perceived by 

museums.  

The overall project is to a significant degree funded by two Danish philanthropic 

foundations, the Nordea Foundation and the Velux Foundation. 
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2| 
BACKGROUND AND THEORETICAL FRAMEWORKS 

 

Chapter introduction 
The following chapter presents theoretical frameworks as well as research from the scholarly 

literature that shapes the subject at hand. As pointed out earlier, digital heritage studies describes 

the field that digital museum mediation is situated within; the field in itself is, however, very 

heterogeneous since it is fairly new as well as interdisciplinary. The research subject of digital 

museum mediation is interesting, as it is in constant development. Its fleeting nature is highlighted 

by the individual areas that are all subject to change individually as well as in interplay.  

The first part of this chapter presents the predominant discourses that have been set by the 

research fields that, in combination, define digital heritage studies. Moreover, I will introduce 

theoretical and analytical frameworks that have not been applied from the beginning of this 

research process, but that have been crystalized as important models for understanding the 

findings that the empirical approach has presented.  

The following literature review is thus structured around the individual main topics and terms 

of this dissertation, which are mediation, digital as well as museums. Those areas each come with 

their own connotations and contexts, yet as they overlap, they can only in combination support 

an investigation of digital museum mediation. Since the overall research strategy is of an 

exploratory nature, based on principles of grounded theory, the theoretical framework in itself is 

secondary and comes after the empirical data collection and analysis. This chapter will thus focus 

on understanding the underlying principles and processes, without imposing a theoretical frame 

onto the study.  

In the subsequent chapter, I will introduce and sum up the articles, which were submitted 

and partly published in journals as part of this PhD project. The individual articles already cover 

a wide range of literature, which will partly be mentioned in this review to create a coherent 

overview. Some repetitions are of course unavoidable, yet redundancy is sought to be avoided.  

The glossary presented at the end of this background section has been crystalized through 

and after the analyses presented in the individual articles.  
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Figure 1. Overview of related research areas. 

 

As this figure illustrates, certain trends and topics are explored by different fields of research. 

Those, in return, are shaped and influenced by a wide range of mostly humanities traditions, 

such as media and communication studies, sociology, cultural policy studies, evaluation and 

impact research, the latter influenced by economics. When we dig deeper into digital museum 

practice, much interest in social media and online communication stems from marketing and 

business studies.   

The subject itself is strongly related to practice, action, ongoing processes. Given a growing, 

evolving field, many of the topics are either under-theorized or have recently undergone a 

paradigm shift. That is why a central point of criticism towards the literature until recently has 

been the lack of general empirically based descriptions, while anecdotal accounts have been 

predominant (cf. Parry 2005; Tanner 2012). 

As this field has only existed for roughly twenty years, it was not until some years after its 

emergence that digital mediation has received more attention by research, both by conducting 

studies and applying theories from other traditional fields such as museology, media and 

communication studies. Moreover, within the academic subject itself, Parry describes a cultural 

turn from museum computing to digital heritage, a ‘disciplinary realignment and openness to 

new modes of thought and critical tools from areas such as cultural studies, sociology and media 

studies’ (Parry 2005, 345). 

This chapter explores and presents the related research fields that lay ground for further 

explorations of digital museum mediation in particular.  
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Museums and their roles 
(Re-)Defining the roles of museums  
The museum is, at first sight, a concept that needs no explanation. However, the further we dig, 

the more complex the concept becomes, as historical developments and paradigm shifts add to 

the understanding of the term. The use of the word ‘museum’ (Greek: mouseion) goes back to 

classical Antiquity, but similar establishments seem to have already existed around the 4th century 

BCE (Francois Mairesse 2010, 20). The museum has been most commonly attributed with a 

building, a site, which houses objects and collections, as well as research and knowledge. These 

two pillars – objects and knowledge - seem to be the most dominant throughout the history of 

museums, while their role and importance has been up for discussion and has not been stable 

throughout time. As mentioned in the introduction, museums are currently undergoing a process 

of transformation, (re-)defining their roles internationally as well as within societies.  

The International Council of Museums (ICOM) has for some years now been working on 

rewriting the official, often-cited and most widely used professional definition of a museum, 

which might be revised for the seventh time at the General Conference in Kyoto in September 

2019 (Brown and Mairesse 2018). The new definition seeks to include a shift in the perceived 

role of the museum in relation to values, participation and social inclusion. Until now, the official 

definition is as follows 

A museum is a non-profit, permanent institution in the service of society and its 
development, open to the public, which acquires, conserves, researches, communicates 
and exhibits the tangible and intangible heritage of humanity and its environment for the 
purposes of education, study and enjoyment. (ICOM 2007) 

This definition has already been revised several times throughout the history of ICOM, as it 

reflects on the societal role that a museum plays in relation to its surroundings (cf. Davis, 

Mairesse, and Desvallées 2010). This definition from 2007 included ‘intangible heritage’ for the 

first time, which made it possible to include digital or digitized heritage.  

At the same time, the role and the duties of museums are being renegotiated nationally as 

well. The process of reacting to change and developments is also an important factor in 

Denmark. The country’s cultural policy is influential to the cultural institutions’ existence, both 

indirectly but also very directly, in the case of state-subsidized museums, via a museum law. The 

Danish Museum Act describes the museums’ official responsibilities in Denmark. The three 

main responsibilities are according to Act § 2:  

Through the interrelated tasks of collection, registration, preservation, research and 
mediation, the museums must in a local, national and global perspective: 
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1. actualize knowledge about cultural and natural heritage and make it accessible and 
relevant, 2. develop the application and meaning of cultural and natural heritage for citizens 
and society, and 3. safeguard cultural and natural heritage for future use.   

 

The annotations further mention that ‘The museums’ societal role shall be strengthened, and the 

museums shall contribute to the society’s development and general education by means of 

experiences, learning, critical reflection and citizenship’ 4. The latest revision of the law presented 

a new focus on mediation, as it firstly adds ‘mediation’ (in Danish: formidling) to the definition, 

and secondly demands to make cultural heritage ’accessible’ and ’relevant’ (Dam Christensen 

2007). Moreover, it is this Museum Act that – and with it the state organization of museums - has 

recently been opened for redefinition (cf. Nørskov 2018). The outcomes of those discussions 

are still open, as a new Danish government has just been elected in June 2019.  

However much the museum world nationally and internationally seems to be in the process 

of redefining its values and role in society, there very much are many things that those definitions 

have in common and that stay the main pillars of museum practice: acquisition, registration, 

conservation, research, and mediation. It is interesting to notice that the ICOM definition 

separates between exhibition and communication, whereas the Danish paragraph uses the term 

formidling, which includes both the exhibition as well as communication.  

 

New trends in museology 
As introduced, museums have historically in different forms and shapes existed since the 4th 

century BCE (Francois Mairesse 2010). Studying museums through museology has however not 

been a proper scholarly discipline since ca. the 1950s, as the term museology (also: museum 

studies) and its derivative museological, were commonly accepted in its broader sense (Desvallées 

and Mairesse 2010a, 53–54). French museologist Georges Henri Rivière defines museology as 

‘an applied science, the science of the museum. Museology studies its history, its role in society, 

the specific forms of research and physical conservation, activities and dissemination, 

organisation and functioning, new or musealised architecture, sites that have been received or 

chosen, its typology and its deontology’ (Rivière 1989, 84). The body of techniques and practices 

strictly related to the museum constitute museography (ibid.). 

French museologist Hugues de Varine suggested that ‘The museum, beyond the academic 

definitions, was and still is: building  +  collection  +  public.’, asking to explore the potential 

                                                 

4 Author’s own translation, https://slks.dk/museer/museernes-arbejdsopgaver/formidling/ 
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future, ‘What  is  the  reality  of  these  three  elements  and what will happen to the museum in 

the coming decades?’ (1979). 

He precedes to re-define those terms into ‘territory + heritage + population’, and by this not 

only describes the characteristics of the newly established ‘eco-museums’, he also – more 

importantly – describes a turn in museology, which is in the process of developing a ‘new 

museology’. This lays the grounds for more critical directions in museum studies that shape the 

way we think now about the roles of museums in and for society. This led the way to asking 

questions about who visits the museum, and later for what reasons.  

Many points of criticism are directed towards the rather authoritative and traditional attitudes 

of most museums, which due to that criticism have also been regarded as ‘ivory towers’ 

(Benhamou and Moureau 2006; Vergo 1989). However, more recent trends in museology as 

well as in societies have led to a push towards change. External factors seem to play crucial roles 

in changing perceptions of what a museum is, for who it is, and what it is there for, as is reflected 

in the constantly changing museum definition by ICOM (Davis, Mairesse, and Desvallées 2010). 

When it comes to the audience-facing part of museums, the most prominent research foci 

have been put on exhibition evaluation, which had been a more established research field since 

the early 20th century and on audience or visitor studies, which experienced ‘a shift from thinking 

about visitors as an undifferentiated mass public to beginning to accept visitors as active 

interpreters and performers of meaning-making practices within complex cultural sites’ (Hooper-

Greenhill 2006, 362). 

Mentioning new trends in museology is to recognize that, over the past decades, the world 
of museums has undergone substantial change, not only because there are many more 
museums throughout the world but also because they have radically changed, whether in 
the methods of communication (the relation to the display or the development of museums 
as media), or in the conversion of heritage, in the relation to what is contemporary, or in 
the approach to the public. (Mairesse 2015, 15) 
 

Irrelevance or relevance in a troubled world  
Museums and the science around them, have in the years since seen a rise in popularity. Stephen 

Weil said that museums need to transform themselves from ‘‘. . . being about something to being 

for somebody’’ (Weil 1999, 229, emphasis in original), describing the necessary shift from 

collection to audience. Visitor numbers in Denmark are steadily growing from year to year, as 

the head of Museums and Public Education at the Danish Agency for Palaces and Culture, Ole 

Winther, states in the introduction to the annual national visitor survey:  
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For a number of years, the visitor numbers have been increasing in Danish museums, but 
the visitor survey also shows that the characteristics of the museum's users are overall the 
same. It is still an educated woman in her fifties. (“Den nationale brugerundersøgelse for 
museer. Årsrapport 2018” 2019) 

However, as the quote illustrates, numbers alone and popularity are not considered good 

enough. In order to get to a point where museums serve all parts of a society, and not just a 

privileged minority, museological literature is discussing new ways of changing the museum from 

within, which should reflect the surrounding community’s and country’s reality. What is 

suggested for ‘museums in a troubled world’  (Janes 2009), is a ‘responsive’ (Reeve and Woollard 

2006), ‘particpatory’ (Simon 2010), ‘post-critical’ (Dewdney, Dibosa, and Walsh 2013) ‘radical’ 

(Bishop 2014), ‘relevant’ (Simon 2016) institution ‘of by and for all’ (Simon 2018). 

 

Practice  
As the previous section has discussed, museums are in transition; they are being redefined by 

museology, practice, and cultural policy, as new demands of a more instrumental role of the 

museum in society are uttered. Yet, this thesis’ contribution does not only seek to redefine 

theoretical claims, it is rather in line with what Sharon Macdonald described as  ‘practice turn’ in 

contemporary museology to return to some of ‘how to’ concerns of the ‘old museology’ from a 

new, more theoretically and empirically informed, basis (Macdonald 2010, 6). This line of 

thought is also emphasised by museologist Brulon Soares: 

Museology’s destiny, however, will have to be determined by its empirical character (as is 
argued about the humanities in general), by proving its intrinsic value, its use to society and 
its purpose. (Brulon Soares 2019, 38) 

This practice turn has also been described as a necessary approach to internet and media studies 

(Couldry 2010). Related to this turn in research, the focus on practice calls for a more precise 

definition of the term itself. Practice theory has had a longer history than this more recent practice 

turn, as Shove, Pantzar and Watson show in their analysis on the ‘Dynamics of Social Practice’ 

(2012). They propose that practitioners actively combine the following elements of which 

practices consist:  

x materials – including things, technologies, tangible physical entities, and the stuff of which 
objects are made; 
x competences – which encompasses skill, know-how and technique; and 
x meanings – in which we include symbolic meanings, ideas and aspirations. (Shove et al. 
2012, 14) 
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This view on practice is, for instance, in line with recent enhanced attention to competences and 
skills in the context of digital museum practice, which will be discussed at a later point in this 
thesis. 
 

The museum as (trans-) media: the intersection of communication studies and museology 
The idea that a museum is a communicator is certainly not new, but has regained momentum 

since the shift in museology towards a visitor-centric perspective on who and what for this 

communication should happen. In that respect, museums have been described as media 

(Macdonald 2010, 648). It is now shown that this perspective can be applied to historical 

exhibitions in Europe and North America from the early 19th century on, and, if analysed ‘as 

walk-in media space’, they can shed new light on old practices of ‘great importance to the 

understanding of a wide range of interconnected cultural processes related to nation-building, 

colonialism and heritage formation’ (Ekström 2018, 17). 

In this context, the interpretations of the realm of museum and media-logics vary. Perhaps 

the first visitor studies as such saw the museum exhibition as a medium; this was the first form of 

museum studies, thus the exhibition seen as text (Hooper-Greenhill 2006). Then, the approach 

was still that of a one-way transmission model, where the museum’s knowledge was directly 

communicated to the visitors via the exhibition.  

So, not only is the museum seen as a medium, but it also includes a multitude of other media, 

such as their exhibitions and exhibits, or for example objects made for mediation. Already in 

1988, Roger Silverstone opens his article on ‘museums and the media ‘by stating that 

Museums are in the communications business. They offer both the specialist and the lay 
visitor a display of objects and artifacts which has been designed to educate, inform and 
entertain. (Silverstone 1988, 231) 

Museums have also been identified as ‘producers of content’ (Pavement 2018), approached 

through media theory as ‘museums as media’ (Henning 2006), or even hypothesized as 

‘museums as new media’ (Henning 2007). These two characteristics are triggered by the set of 

possibilities of communicating their message that has been expanded by the growing availability 

of technologies to produce and mediate. Danish media and communication scholars Kirsten 

Drotner and Kim Schrøder present how through the introduction of social media to the 

communication apparatus museums can potentially open up to the public in the following areas: 

acquisition, research, exhibition and curatorial practice, as well as communication (Drotner and 

Schrøder 2013, 5–6). And here, communication can have two meanings: mediation and 

marketing.  
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Museums in ‘the new mediascape’, as Jenny Kidd puts it, are not only media themselves, 

they manage, orchestrate or at least are aware of a multitude of ways to communicate with their 

audiences through different channels, that come with different sets of affordances. The museum 

thus can also be analysed through the lens of transmedia (Kidd 2014, 30).  

Based on Henry Jenkin’s concept, transmedia highlights the nature of a wide variety of media 

and communication channels which are open for the audience’s interpretations, while attesting 

to a narrative that transcends their sources. This approach redirects the attention from medium-

specific foci to narrative and meaning-making processes (Jenkins 2010). 

 

The museum: message, narrative or discourse 
Once we see the museum as a communicator, that either is a medium or makes use of several 
media, we can start asking new questions, as Drotner and Schrøder explain: 

This reorchestration lets museums begin to find new answers to what they communicate, 
how and to whom they communicate, where and when their communication takes place, 
and, importantly, for what ends. (Drotner and Schrøder 2013, 3–4) 

Let us firstly look at the what: the museum message (Hooper-Greenhill 1995), the museum 

narrative (Kidd 2014, 29), or the museum discourse (Badulescu and De La Ville 2018). 

Jenny Kidd speaks of a ‘narrative turn’ in the museum, meaning that museographical 

elements carry a narrative, often based on the objects, but more importantly one overarching 

message and a multitude of stories that are created by the museum and the audience (together) 

through meaning making processes. Given this multi-voice, transmedia nature of an (extended) 

museum visit, I prefer using the term discourse, since it also includes the possibility of not 

agreeing, of dismissing, of active meaning making, which inherently is open to a multiplicity of 

actors who make meaning of said narrative. This characteristic of not agreeing is part of the 

meaning of participation, which will be highlighted later.  

Mediation  
Working with this interdisciplinary topic – between media and communication studies and 

museology – the term mediation automatically bears several meanings. First, I want to introduce 

how and why I am using the term mediation. Further, I will present related meanings of 

mediation, such as mediatization to discuss underlying societal processes.  

I am using the term mediation as English translation for the Danish word formidling, in order 

to highlight the process of creating meaning about something through re-narration. Related terms 

in the English language, which are often used interchangeably in this context, are 

‘communication’ and ‘dissemination’. Mediation as a term finds its roots in Latin languages, and 

is more commonly used in French museology. The following definition as presented in the ‘Key 



Chapter Two: Background and Literature Review 

37 
 

Concepts of Museology’ by ICOM expresses the importance of processes between the museum 

and visitors: 

Essentially it refers to a whole range of actions carried out in a museal context in order to 
build bridges between that which is exhibited (seeing) and the meanings that these objects 
and sites may carry (knowledge). Mediation sometimes seeks to favour the sharing of 
experiences and social interactions between visitors, and the emergence of common 
references. (Desvallées and Mairesse 2010b, 47) 

Mediation is also a term used in the sociology of translation (Callon 1984), used for the study of 

the role played by Science and Technology in structuring power relationships. Based on Gomert 

and Hennion’s studies on music and sociology of attachment (1999), French scholars Pallud and 

Kéfi describe mediation as ‘not only the output, but set of processes (including resources and 

competencies) that shape people’s cognitive and emotive frameworks vis-à-vis cultural objects’ 

(2011, 276).  For this dissertation’s analysis, the term mediation becomes central, as it can include 

diverse actors on an equal level, as well as processes and outputs of the museum’s mediation 

practice. 

In a recent call for papers, under the headline of ‘The notion of ‘mediation’ deserves to be 

re-examined’, Badulescu and De La Ville describe one branch of research concerned with ‘digital 

mediation as the articulation between cultural content and digital practices aiming to establish a 

bridge between the museum discourse and the public’ (Badulescu and De La Ville 2018).  

I concur with the definition as well as the call for a re-examination. As this review about 

mediation shows, it entails different disciplines and meanings, but at best can in its combination 

crystalize an enhanced meaning of this bridging process between the museum institution and the 

audience(s). 

In order to distinguish more clearly what is meant by mediation, I will now also discuss 

closely related concepts, to finally distinguish those meanings from the definition. The concept 

of mediation alludes to other important theoretical discussions that play important roles in this 

area, such as remediation (Bolter and Grusin 1999), mediation (Livingstone 2009), and 

mediatization (Hjarvard 2013). Those concepts play important roles in understanding the ways 

in which the use of media affects other parts of (everyday) life and communication, which might 

hitherto have not been mediated before. Remediation describes how new media can transform 

older forms of media while defining characteristics remain and others are discarded; it is ‘the 

formal logic by which new media refashion prior media forms’ (Bolter and Grusin 1999, 273). 

On the macro level, an ongoing process that has transformed the logic of society, as well as 

its public institutions towards a media-driven logic, is described as mediatization: 
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Mediatization is thus a process embedded in political and cultural power structures and is 
sometimes imposed on cultural practices and institutions, for instance through general 
public policies to promote information and communication technologies (ICT) or cultural 
policies that use digital media to modernize cultural institutions such as museums. 
(Hjarvard and Petersen 2013, 3) 

In a recent museum communication anthology, leading researchers Kirsten Drotner, Vince 

Dziekan, Ross Parry and Kim Christian Schrøder emphasise the concept of the ‘mediatized 

museum’:  

not only within a modern society infused by a proliferation of omnipresent media 
technologies, but a museum that is also a unique media environment, of itself, in which 
communicative media is a constitutive property. (2018, 257) 
 

The term mediation as used by communication scholar Sonia Livingstone explicitly includes the 

medium as communication channel. I am not using the term in that sense, since it would exclude 

other important characteristics of the digital that transcend the purely media studies logic. The 

term digital mediation thus avoids restricting itself to ‘mediated communication’, which in this 

case would be the closest related concept.  

Especially when researching mediation in the field of museums and cultural heritage, the 

process of digitizing the cultural heritage becomes central to the development of mediating the 

museum message. This interconnectedness is very well expressed in the field of ‘digital heritage 

studies’ (Parry 2005). The concept can thus encompass all actors, all digital and digitized formats 

as well as technologies and platforms, while highlighting the meaning-making process. Besides 

the differences between ‘mediation’ in the museological sense and ‘mediation’ in the media 

theory sense, the terms have in common the analytical strength: 

Each meaning is already captured, it might be said, in the notion of ‘‘communication’’ 
(Hjarvard, 2008; Silverstone, 2005) but ‘‘mediation,’’ as an alternative, usefully highlights 
the artifacts and practices used to communicate, it more readily invites analysis of the social 
and organizational arrangements through which mediation is instituted (i.e., the micro- and 
macro-conditions in which otherwise separated parties become interrelated in Williams’ 
quote), and it urges a critical focus on the expression of what is unexpressed or suppressed 
in those interrelations. (Livingstone 2009, 12) 

Using the term mediation is thus an analytical choice, since it avoids the connotations of 

communication as transmission. Although those concepts are part of the phenomenon I am 

describing in this dissertation, I am mentioning them here in order to distance my use of the 

term mediation from them, since their definition depends on the medium as central to their 

workings.  
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However, having put the analytical focus on mediation in the sense of formidling, rooted in 

museology and connected cultural mediation theories (i.e., Chaumier and Mairesse 2015), I 

prefer to specify the concept through adding digital to the term mediation to draw attention to its 

embeddedness and being part of various other formats of mediation. In museology, the term is 

connected to the mediator including their competencies and involved activities. The importance 

of the communication process is not diminished, while a focus on activities, on the practice and 

on the actors that are involved is highlighted (cf. Chaumier and Mairesse 2015, 16–19). 

Analysing Digital – becoming, being, beyond 
One of the assumptions that this dissertation follows is that the term digital is predominantly used 

to describe ambiguous and often normative ideas of what technology can or should facilitate. In 

the case of this PhD project, approaching the nature of digital museum mediation in Denmark 

includes exploring the normative and discursive meanings, and the affordances that are attached 

to this umbrella term. Thus, the definition of digital also encompasses the signified, the 

connotations.  

The term digital frequently is used in many different contexts, and throughout time and 

depending on the context, signifies different meanings. Not only does digital denote a varying 

spectrum of technologies, it literally refers to the binary digits of 1 and 0. Digital is numerical. 

Being Digital (Negroponte 1995a) is regarded as one of the most influential theoretical and 

hypothetical accounts of what digital means to societies, which portrays digital as ‘a culture - not 

just as a technology’ (Negroponte 1995b). Not surprisingly for the era, the book is full of future 

predictions, many of them overly optimistic, such as: ‘But I do believe that being digital is positive. 

It can flatten organizations, globalize society, decentralize control, and help harmonize people in 

ways beyond not knowing whether you are a dog.’ (1995b). This is just to show that the term 

digital comes with a myriad of meanings, whether it is in scholarly literature, in cultural political 

texts, or in everyday language. And, most interestingly, it tells us more about the one who utters 

the idea than the term or concept itself.  

The discursive characteristics of digital will hence play a big role in this dissertation’s analysis. 

Digital is a ‘vehicle for absorbing meanings that viewers want to impose upon it’ (Buchanan 2018), 

thus I consider digital a ‘floating signifier’, since digital is often used in cultural political but also 

museum practice discourse in a normative manner, in close connection with ideas of ‘ought’. In 

this sense, digital does not describe the technology itself, or the affordances attributed to such 

technologies, but often the expectations related to it. 

Although for example media scholar and prominent author of ‘The Language of New 

Media‘ Lev Manovich (2001) has argued that the The Myth of the Digital concerns a rather 
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ambiguous and undefined phenomenon and that is why he chooses to use the term ‘new media’, 

the compelling phenomenon about digital mediation is that by looking at it more closely, the 

variable, liquid characteristic of digital is being highlighted. Using the museum world as an 

example for digital or new media (Manovich), we can trace back a development from the 

digitization of collections, their electronic registration, the digitization of work processes within 

the institutions, and the digital mediation practices that build on these structural foundations.  

The term digital opens up to the basic principles that shape the affordances, steering away 

from a media- or techno-centric way of thinking. It allows for an inclusion of origins, production, 

processes, as well as outputs. In a similar manner, Manovich argued for the use of new media, 

drawing attention to the restrictions that a decoupling of means of distribution and production 

cause: 

[…] the popular definition of new media identifies it with the use of a computer for 
distribution and exhibition, rather than with production. Therefore, texts distributed on a 
computer (Web sites and electronic books) are considered to be new media; texts 
distributed on paper are not. Similarly, photographs which are put on a CD-ROM and 
require a computer to view them are considered new media; the same photographs printed 
as a book are not. Shall we accept this definition? If we want to understand the effects of 
computerization on culture as a whole, I think it is too limiting. (Manovich 2001, 43) 
 

In the context of digital mediation for museographic uses, I find it important to include the 

content, which is digital, such as the digital and digitized cultural heritage, as well as its meta-data 

and other texts, audio and video formats that mediate the museum narrative.  

Expanding this idea of a more holistic idea of digital, the concept of a ‘digital mindset’ then 

is related to an institution’s or museum professional’s way of thinking and attitudes about digital 

– whether in terms of products, processes or structures depends on the individual interpretation. 

There is no common definition of the term digital mindset, yet it is an important concept for 

understanding how a museum works with digital technologies. The meaning can change with the 

degree of ‘postdigitality’ (Parry 2013) in an organization, meaning how normalized working with 

digital is. For a museum, a digital mindset could describe, how much the digital is conceived into 

and beyond institutional structures, and to what degree its strategy determines a holistic 

integration and distribution.  

Discussions about the postdigital society, or in this case museum, contribute to the idea of a 

state of normalization, where digital technologies and possibilities are not seen as ‘new media’ 

but rather embedded into the mundane every day so its presence is not noticed as ‘something 

else’, digital will basically not be its own category anymore. Beyond digital (Negroponte 1998), 

or postdigital (Parry 2013) are terms that I consider analytical rather than mirroring the reality 
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we live in, especially concerning cultural institutions. I will continue the discussion of the concept 

of a postdigital museum throughout this dissertation, based on the empirical findings. 

 

Affordances  
Within the field of media and communication studies, we find a concept, which is used to 

describe the potentials that are associated with a specific medium or technology. The concept of 

affordances was developed by psychology and later adapted to other disciplines, highlighting the 

idea that objects have meanings and potential actions attributed to them through social 

construction. The term was originally developed by psychologist J. Gibson to bridge the gap 

between cognitive theories of perceptions that were not connected to or derived from the 

environment. 

The affordances of the environment are what it offers the animal, what it provides or 
furnishes, either for good or ill. The verb to afford is found in the dictionary, the noun 
affordance is not. I have made it up. I mean by it something that refers to both the 
environment and the animal in a way that no existing term does. It implies the 
complementarity of the animal and the environment. (Gibson 1979, 127) 

The term initially described the inherent potential meanings between object and environment, 

leaving behind the idea that an object is only characterized by its physical features and that 

humans or animals carry those meanings in their minds only, disconnected from the object. The 

concept has since then been developed further, to encompass more applications in different 

scholarly disciplines (i.e., Gaver, Norman).  

Extending the nature of those meanings afforded, in ‘technology affordances’, William 

Gaver further describes objective object - environment potentials for action. He draws a 

distinction between affordances that are perceptible, hidden and false, the latter ones leading to 

mistakes (Gaver 1991, 79). 

For example, a glass of water affords drinking whether or not I am thirsty, a ball affords 
throwing, whether or not anybody sees it, and a pit affords falling even if it is concealed by 
brush. (Gaver 1991, 80) 

In the examples, we can see a shift from ‘the environment’ to man-made artefacts such as a glass 

or a ball. Gaver sees affordances as ‘a way of focusing on the strengths and weaknesses of 

technologies with respect to the possibilities they offer the people that might use them’ (1991, 

79). Here, the important aspect is that perceived affordances should also include the barriers, 

not only the normative expectations of what for example a new technology can make possible, 

but also the idea that it has inherent characteristics that inhibit certain actions. One example that 

I also refer to in my first article is that of a Danish museum that introduced a computer-terminal 
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to their exhibition so that visitors could access the new online catalogue. When schoolchildren 

discovered the terminal, they used it extensively and excitedly – however not to access the online 

collection, but rather to open new tabs and browse the internet. Here, the affordances are very 

clear: schoolchildren did not have private internet connections at that point, so they happily used 

the computer to discover what is online. Museum professionals could in this example only 

imagine one affordance: accessing their collections online. The concept of affordances thus 

leaves space for en- and de-coding of artefacts, which is specifically important when designing 

technologies or any artefact for use by specific audiences.  

Taking that thought further, Norman applied the concept to design, adding the idea that 

what an object affords also depends on the needs and properties of an organism, hence 

describing the central idea of ‘perceived affordances’.  In ‘the psychology of everyday things’ 

(Norman 1990), he states that ‘The term affordance refers to the perceived and actual properties 

of the thing, primarily those fundamental properties that determine just how the thing could 

possibly used’ (1988, 9), hence his definition is common among usability studies. This distinction 

between perceived and actual affordances is also drawn in this dissertation, as the research design 

through its institutional lens is only able to draw conclusions on the perceived affordances. 

In conclusion, affordances are a very useful concept, combining psychology, sociology and 

media studies, to understand the perceived and inherent potentials and barriers to artefacts such 

as digital technologies (cf. Zillien 2008).  

In such, affordances relate to a technology, delineating the possibilities and characteristics 

ascribed – and do not necessarily include the activity or outcomes of interactions. That is why in 

this context, the concept of outputs and outcomes is central. 

 

Defining output, outcome, and value 
Grey literature and public debates have for some years been focusing on ‘creating and proving 

impact’. My initial research question also asked into how digital mediation ‘impacts’ the desired 

aims of visitor experience, knowledge sharing, and participation. However, it is very important 

to draw a line between impact and outcome, since they should not be used interchangeably, yet 

colloquially often resemble each other in everyday use. Exploring the terms and their meanings 

in depth is hence the focus of this section.  

Having identified the need for a more evidence-based approach to measuring value, British 

scholar Simon Tanner (2012) describes the role of impact assessment as ‘measuring change and 

evaluating the value of that change’, and defines impact as ‘measurable outcomes arising from 
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the existence of a digital resource that demonstrate a change in the life or life opportunities of 

the community for which the resource is intended’ (Tanner, 2012: 9).  

An outcome  then is a direct result of interacting with a digital activity, while an impact is the 

(direct and indirect) change that happens in the lives of specific groups of people. This research 

asks into the outcomes (e.g., visitor-experience) of digital activities and outputs as perceived by 

museums. From the perspective of the institution, outcomes are directly attributable to an 

institution’s activities (e.g., online access to collections) and are a step leading towards the impact 

they contribute to (e.g. increased empowerment). In this research, the measurable unit thus is 

the outputs and outcomes that result from the interaction.  

‘While impact studies try to measure the societal effect of the museum, valuation methods 

assess its worth; in other words, how relevant and significant the museum is for the visitor or the 

community’ (Villaespesa 2016, 65). Introducing the concept of value to capture (intrinsic) worth 

of digital mediation to the museums is an important part of understanding how important or 

relevant it is to the museum’s work. 

Simon Tanner adapted a model of five modes of cultural value, originally developed by 

economists Frey and Pommerehne (1989), to ‘5 modes of cultural value for digital resources’ 

(2012). Those five values are utility value, existence and/or prestige value, education value, 

community value, and inheritance/bequest value (ibid., 29). The utility value is the most direct 

value that is derived from interaction with a digital resource. All the other values are actually 

indirect, as it is assumed that people also benefit from ‘being part of a community that is afforded 

by the digital resource’ (community), or awareness that a certain resource ‘contributes to their 

own or to other people’s sense of culture, education, knowledge and heritage’ (education) 

(Tanner 2012, 29). Importantly, it is suggested that a resource or activity affords value without 

direct use – this is the existence value, which is derived from ‘knowing that a digital resource is 

cherished by persons living inside and outside their community’ (ibid.). 

Understanding those concepts, mainly derived from economics, helps to understand the fine 

subtleties of measuring value and evaluating success. In everyday language one might easily talk 

about the ‘impact of digital mediation’ and by that mean the effects, the changes that have 

happened through the direct interactions. However, although I want to avoid promoting thinking 

in cause-effect relationships, the general logic of a theory of change highlights the intricate steps 

and actors involved in achieving outputs versus outcomes, and lastly how those can have the 

ripple effect that is social impact.  
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Paradigms and desired outcomes  
Returning to the definitions and missions of museums, it is clear that their roles are defined to 

be in the service of the development of society. Within the vision of a state, museums have been 

linked to the idea of enlightenment, of educating the people through culture to be democratic 

citizens. Hence, as I have argued, the museum is not neutral but instrumental in the sense that 

certain outcomes are expected to arise from its existence and activities. Cultural policy nowadays 

sees financial support of museums as an investment, leading to a legitimizing need to prove their 

purpose (cf. Villaespesa 2016, Mangset 2018).  

As I will explore next, the concepts of knowledge sharing, user experience, and participation 

are connected and overlap. Media and communication scholar Nico Carpentier developed a 

model to analyse participation, for which he distinguishes between the terms access, interaction 

and lastly participation (2016). I will use that model in order to take a closer look at how the 

concepts I use for the research question actually build on another.  

Knowledge-sharing 
In connection with the democratization of culture, knowledge sharing has a long tradition of 

being a main goal in cultural political agendas. Museums have, as mentioned before, historically 

been seen as a place for study and research, most often based on the collections and objects they 

housed. Museums are seen as independent memory institutions, whose role in the spirit of 

Enlightenment in modern societies it is to share this knowledge about heritage, culture, science 

and art and so forth with their surrounding communities. In ‘Museums and the Shaping of 

Knowledge’ (1992), Hooper-Greenhill describes the historical background on which museums 

in Europe have evolved into knowledge spaces. She asserts that ‘Knowledge is now well 

understood as the commodity that museums offer’ (Hooper-Greenhill 1992, 2).  

Museums are now after the vistor-centered turn in museology also seen as places of learning 

for everyone through exhibitions and mediation, where the active visitors have agency over their 

need to educate themselves (i.e., Csikszentmihalyi and Hermanson 1995; John H. Falk, 

Dierking, and Foutz 2007; Hein 1998; Hohenstein, Moussouri, and Moussouri 2017). 

In this dissertation, the term knowledge sharing essentially includes both the ideas of access 

and learning. Access to what is exhibited, to the knowledge that is collected about the museum 

objects as well as related discourses and societal topics. Learning is the meaning making that 

revolves around the museum discourse.  

Learning is a research subject that has been connected with digital mediation before its 

introduction to museums (Metropolitan Museum of Art 1968), and has since seen a major focus 
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(Hawkey 2004; Rowe and Bachman 2012; Schwan et al. 2008; Knipfer et al. 2009) to name but 

a few. 

Access is also a term that has been linked to the potentials of digital mediation, especially in 

relation to the digitization of collections and in connection with the spread of internet access, 

leading to access of (free) cultural heritage content online (i.e., Valtysson 2015; Navarrete and 

Borowiecki 2015). 

Since in this research, I ask into the separate concepts of knowledge sharing, experience and 

participation, the term knowledge sharing here is closer to the meaning of access. Learning is 

seen as an intertwined process that occurs through experience as well as a product of knowledge-

sharing. This is based on the understanding of a constructivist learning process, in which the 

learner constructs knowledge from the objects and narrative, and the process of gaining 

knowledge is itself a constructive act, which is made possible through experience (Hein 1999). 

 

Visitor experience 
Experience on a macro level evokes connotations of the Experience economy as presented by 

US American economists Pine and Gilmore (1999), who have in their often cited book with the 

subtitle ‘work is theatre & every business a stage’ defined experience economy realms, which are 

education, entertainment, escapism and esthetics. The four realms of an experience furthermore 

can have different degrees of participation (passive versus active) as well as immersion versus 

absorption (Pine and Gilmore 1998).   

In the Scandinavian context, economist Trine Bille situates museums within the category of 

‘Experience industries (industries that have experience as the primary goal, but where artistic 

creativity is not essential)’ (Bille 2012), but questions ‘whether it makes any sense to use 

‘experience economy’ as a collective term for such a diverse field’ in the Scandinavian context. 

Museum messages or narratives are experienced, which for the visitor can turn into an 

entertaining as well as educational experience. Yet, it seems that some prominent literature 

understands user-experience in museums as an entertaining rather than educational process 

(Skot-Hansen 2008). Without getting too deep into the black-and-white dichotomy of 

entertainment versus enlightenment, I find it important to highlight here, that Pine and Gilmore 

counted both education and entertainment as parts of the experience economy. 

With a focus on the active audience as a fundamental part of the museum and museology, 

attention has been raised towards not only who visits the museum, but also for what reasons and 

how that interaction takes place (Hooper-Greenhill 2006). The visitor can be understood as 

actively making sense of the experience cognitively as well as affectively (Silverman 1995). The 
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experience happens within the context of the museum visit experience (Falk and Dierking 2013). 

In order to understand the potential experience, we have to understand the contexts it is 

embedded in. Scholars in free-choice learning and museum studies John Falk and Lynn Dierking 

have developed an often used contextual model of a museum experience (1992). According to 

them, a museum visit is defined by three overlapping contexts, namely sociocultural, personal, 

as well as the physical frame of a visit. A museum experience for the individual is not restricted 

to visiting the building; the experience starts with hearing about it, planning the visit, orientation, 

personal needs, and afterwards possibly an embedded meaning-making process.  

‘The experience starts with the decision to go to the museum. That decision is increasingly 

mediated by online, digital experiences’ (Falk and Dierking 2013, 174). Once the visitor is in the 

museum, the possibilities for the institution to communicate their message during an unguided 

museum visit rely on external, asynchronous ways of mediating the museum message such as 

objects (with the collection as a central message), exhibition labels, interactives and videos, as well 

as digital media (Falk and Dierking 2013, 109 ff). ‘The trend is toward personal relevance and 

interpretations, interactivity, and easy access and control of content to shape the twenty-first-

century museum visitor’s experience’ (Tallon 2008, xiv). 

The way I am using the term experience in this dissertation, and as it is commonly 

understood, refers to the audience’s personal interactions with the museum context and 

narratives. Experience thus includes cognitive, affective, embodied, immersive, sensual, tactile 

ways of meaning-making in the sense of a more phenomenological approach (cf. Kenderdine 

2015; Perry 1993; Kidd 2017; Pallud and Monod 2010). 

In relation to Human Computer Interaction and Design Studies, the concept is closely related 

to user-experience and linked with usability. Yet,  

despite a growing acceptance of the need to focus on experience, the concept of user 
experience  is  not  well  developed  conceptually.  Without  conceptual  development,  
there  is  a  danger  that  user  experience  and  related  concepts  such  as  trust,  loyalty,  
identity,  and  engagement  will  not  be  fully  realized  in  studies  of  people  and  
technology. (Wright, McCarthy, and Meekison 2005, 319) 

Most commonly yet, in the museum and HCI context, user-experience refers to the direct 

interaction of the visitors with technologies on-site and online. It thus does not cover the whole 

visit, but the instances of digital mediation.  

Participation  
Attesting to a ‘participation paradigm’ in both academia and cultural politics (Livingstone 2013; 

Sørensen 2016; Kidd 2014), communication and cultural policy scholars seem to agree on an 
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agenda and focus of interest. In these publications, it seems to be a given that participation and 

the digital should be connected – if not even attributing the steady rise of participatory practices 

to technological development (i.e., Simon 2010; Runnel and Pruulmann-Vengerfeldt 2014; 

Sánchez Laws 2015; Kidd 2014). 

This discourse has been ongoing for several years now, often with a critical stance towards 

the actual activities, contents and frames of participation. But as media scholar Sonia Livingstone 

also points out, an underlying normative attitude to participation as an ideal drive for (the 

development of) a democratic society endures (2013). 

The term participation is ambiguous and an umbrella term for a plethora of ideas, norms, 

and practices. As German museologist Anja Piontek notes, the definition of participation is 

complicated, since its meaning is connected to a state and a process, and it can be descriptive as 

well as normative (2017, 81). Here, I will focus on the use of the term in connection with culture. 

The meaning of participation can be seen as a continuum, which spans from attendance or access 

to actively taking part in decision-making processes (Piontek 2017, 71).  

Participation is most often discussed in the realm of politics, regarding topics such as power 

struggles or participation in social movements. In that sense, it deals with structures of authority 

and power in societies and the question of who and under what circumstances can join in and be 

part of constructing social realities. Taking a negative-relationist approach to defining 

participation, media scholar Nico Carpentier takes a stance for ‘emphasizing the importance of 

equal power positions in decision-making processes for the definition of participation’ (2016, 

23). 

Based on an in depth-literature review of the term participation, Piontek attempts a definition 

of participation from a museological perspective. Here, she intentionally includes the 

(unavoidably) asymmetrical power-relationships in cultural institutions as a part of the concept, 

but adds that it relies on free will, openness and serious interest in the other participants, aiming 

for reciprocity and equivalence, avoiding instrumentalisation, resulting in a win-win situation for 

all parties (Piontek 2017, 90). 

A more in-depth account of the term and meanings of participation will be presented in 

chapter four, in article four, which discusses digital participatory practices. 

 
The following figure sums up a selection of terms often used interchangeably or in close relation 

to participation. Those terms include individual and social forms of participation. Some of the 

words describe active processes (i.e., dialog), other terms relate to goals and outcomes (i.e., 



Chapter Two: Background and Literature Review 

48 
 

access). It is not an exhaustive list of terms that describe participation; rather, this figure illustrates 

the multi-faceted meaning of the umbrella term. 

Figure 2. Related terms to the concept of participation. 

 

 

 

Building on each other:  experiencing knowledge through participation 
Having explored the individual meanings of these terms, and having looked into how those 

expectations are connected to cultural political rationales, I will further use the analytical 

framework by Nico Carpentier to explore similarities and differences. Carpentier established a 

way of identifying important differences for cultural participation along the concepts of: Access, 

participation and interaction – the AIP model, in which ‘Access is seen here as presence, while 

interaction is seen as the construction of socio-communicative relationships, and participation is 

linked to power and decision-making’ (Carpentier 2016, 23). The model distinguishes between 

production and reception dimensions for each concept, with the exception of participation, 

where production and reception merge.  

Although Carpentier introduces the concepts of interaction and access as a way to delineate 

what participation not is, I find it useful to explain the interconnectedness between the three 

terms I am using for my research. I am taking the other route, and instead of using one umbrella 

term to show that it has three distinguishable meanings, I use three meanings, but overall one 

could argue that together they all describe processes included in mediation, in the networked 

interaction between museum, visitor and technology of bridging narratives. The analyses 

presented in the articles, as well as the subsequent combined analysis in chapter five will support 

this hypothesis.  
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GLOSSARY 
 

The terminology used in this dissertation is based on the concepts described in the preceding 

section, as well as further insights presented in the articles. I will introduce them at this point to 

contribute to a clearer understanding of how this research is framed. 

 

Digital mediation: Digital mediation is the overarching term in this research. It stresses the 

importance of the mediation of a specific narrative, in the museum mainly about what is exhibited 

or in their collection, bridging understandings between museum and audience. Digital mediation 

is thus the ‘articulation between cultural content and digital practices aiming to establish a bridge 

between the museum discourse and the public’ (Badulescu and De La Ville 2018). 

 

Digital activities: Digital activities are those practices - potentially interactions between the 

museum and the audience - that are facilitated via digital technologies. Digital activities as a term 

include the relevance of content and the forms of interaction that are performed. For instance, 

sharing digital content on (third-party) platforms for further sharing and commenting, can be 

considered a digital activity. 

 

Digital technologies: Digital technologies are the means or channels, through which such activities 

and content are mediated. They include online platforms, websites and other means of online 

communication, general mediation technologies such as apps, video and sound, as well as 

exhibition technologies such as multimedia guides, digital tables and screens. In this dissertation, 

when I use digital technologies, I do not mean technologies as work tools, unless otherwise 

specified. 

 

Digital projects: This definition is from the institutional perspective, relating digital practice to 

organisational units such as projects which are drafted, financed and implemented. 

 

Digital museum practice: Digital museum practice describes a set of elements that include 

museum professionals, external partners, and technologies as actors in combination with digital 

mind- and skillsets (meanings and competencies) in the context of audience-facing digital 

technologies. 
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Digital mindset: A digital mindset describes the attitudes and meanings directed towards digital 

museum mediation, as well as the institutional implementation of such practices. 

 

Digital museum skills: Digital skills is the umbrella term used to describe a set of abilities to 

reflect on (i.e., literacy) and put into action (i.e., competency) digital practice. In this dissertation, 

it is used in close connection to skills that are related to audience-facing digital interfaces. 
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2|2 

LITERATURE REVIEW 
 

Introduction 
After having established these general tendencies and concepts, this literature review will 

now trace the development of a field called ‘digital heritage’ (Parry 2005) and explore the 

state of the art research in regards to the field in general. The development within the 

scholarly field reveals to be highly intersected with technological developments, as ideas 

about their potentials and challenges either precede (in the case of hypotheses) or follow 

the technological change. That is why this review also reflects on the chronological 

developments. As has been mentioned before, up until recently, the majority of the 

literature was based on anecdotes at best, narrowing down the field of inquiry to exemplary 

cases of front-runners or failed ‘to learn from’ attempts. I will discuss accounts of techno-

optimism, techno-pessimism, and ultimately try to develop a techno-realistic approach to 

the topic at hand.  

The review departs from and is framed by general developments in three areas 

described in the background chapter: the general focus shift in museology, the museums 

and their roles towards the visitors’ needs, and technological development. Moreover, 

between theory and practice is a changing cultural political model that demands more from 

culture and its institutions, leading to the need for innovation and public management as 

well as social impact. The institutional frame has through the empirical part of this research 

gained an even bigger role than initially planned. The defining role of institutional factors 

on the outputs and outcomes of their practice has become more apparent through the data 

collection, and thus this literature review includes a focus on practice and actor-network. 

Each article presented in chapter four of this dissertation will include a literature review 

and state of the art section, where influential research is presented in direct relation to the 

respective research objective. Thus, the literature discussed in the following is not 

exhaustive as such, it complements the current state of research, which is described in each 

article in chapter four. 
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Digital technologies and museums – digital museums – museums in a digital world 
When museologist Tomislav Šola imagined the future of museums and the role of 

museology, he stated that ‘much of the future for which we are trying to prepare ourselves, 

will be dependent upon the use of technology’, and adds:  

We have accepted technology in all heritage institutions, but so far we are as a whole 
successfully resisting its full impact. It has not changed the nature of the majority of 
heritage institutions. (Šola 1992, italics in original) 

 

At the time of this quote, technology had been adopted by museum institutions, mainly for 

internal processes, facilitating research, documentation and registration practices for 

museum professionals. In general, computers still belonged mostly to the professional 

domain, and internet access was not yet rolled out to private households in Europe. The 

quote is from 1992, and as everything concerning theory about technology, the date is a 

crucial indicator of its applicability in the now. A recurring theme in the majority of the 

literature is the question of its impact.  Šola warns of a ‘technology trap’, by which he means 

the pursuit of technology for the sake of technology, without taking into account its context, 

and potentially contributing to the ‘chaos of massive knowledge’. He argues that ‘To avoid 

it we need a know-how that treats itself with a critical, analytical apparatus and with the 

analysis of professional experience. And that is theory’ (Šola 1992, 4).  

As the background chapter already established, the theorizing about technology is often 

closely connected to imagining future scenarios. Similarly, museologist François Mairesse 

suggests that the future of museology depends to a significant degree on digital technologies 

and their development.  

Two distinct currents have had considerable impact on how the future of museology 
is envisaged: the development of digital technology on the one hand, and economic 
forces on the other. (Mairesse 2015, 14) 

 

A changing field 
Book titles reflect the evolution of how the subject is thought about throughout the years, 

as the terms change from a focus on (internal) technology and IT-perspectives to a slow 

normalization and at the same time embedding the museum into a digital, mediatized 

context. In that sense, the development can be compared to what Sonia Livingstone has 

noted about the ubiquity of media logics, where seemingly the museum institution becomes 

part of the bigger digital logic - ‘the consequence being that all influential institutions in 
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society have themselves been transformed, reconstituted, by contemporary processes of 

mediation’  (Livingstone 2009, 2). In her address On the mediation of everything, she 

illustrates how book titles in the field of media studies have turned from analyzing ‘the mass 

media’ and other parts of society as two separate entities, to a reality in which everything is 

mediated.  

The following book titles are mostly international, or rather Anglo-Saxon with few 

exceptions. The selection is not an exhaustive literature review but can be considered 

representative for recent scholarly and practice-based publications in the field, presented in 

chronological order. 

 

� The wired museum (Jones-Garmil 1997) 

� The virtual and the real (Mintz and Thomas 1998) 

� The digital museum – A think guide (Din and Hecht 2007) 

� Museum informatics - People, information, and technology in museums (Marty and 

Jones 2008) 

� Recoding the museum – Digital heritage and technologies of change (Parry 2008) 

� Digital technologies and the museum experience, handheld guides and other media 

(Tallon and Walker 2008)  

� Digital formidling af kulturarv (Digital mediation of cultural heritage) (Lund 2009) 

� Theorizing digital cultural heritage. A critical discourse (Cameron and Kenderdine 

2010) 

� Museums in a digital age (Parry 2010) 

� The interactive museum (Drotner, Papsø Weber, and Warberg Løssing 2011) 

� Museum communication and social media (Drotner and Schrøder 2013) 

� Museum websites and social media (Sánchez Laws 2015) 

� Museums in the digital age – changing meanings of community, place and culture 

(Bautista 2014) 

� Museums in the New Mediascape: Transmedia, Participation, Ethics. (Kidd 2014) 

� Museums in a digital culture - How art and heritage become meaningful (Akker and 

Legêne 2016) 

� The museum in a digital age - New media and novel methods of mediation 

(Bonnefoit and Rérat 2017) 
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Especially in the past ten years, the topic of museums and digital has seen an increase 

in popularity, which has resulted in the publication of numerous books and anthologies. It 

seems that the literature has moved from technical concepts of the ‘new’ technologies that 

permeate museums to an understanding of the museum as part of general digitization and 

mediatization.  

However, as these titles also show, the development is not linear, as exceptions still very 

much exist, and media might still be perceived as ‘new’ after all. Discourses might have 

steered away from the technical, IT and computer perspective, yet what crystalizes here is 

that the discourses around the digital museum and heritage practice are still ongoing and 

conceptions are not universal.  

 

Ascribing potentials and challenges to digital mediation in museums 
As the technological development introduced a spreading and popularization of 

technology, there was a growing body of scholarly literature on the connection of museums 

and computers, technology, and the digital. One of the first articles is, for instance, 

‘Becoming digital’ (Keene 1997) and one of the first theoretical books is ‘The wired 

museum’, edited by Jones-Garmil (1997). Attributing specific characteristics and expected 

benefits to technologically mediated museum communication already before its actual 

introduction and implementation is a common thread that can be found throughout the 

literature, a certain techno-optimism leading to hypothetical pre-judgments about the 

impact of digital technologies. More than just affordances, potentials do not only outline 

the actions with but moreover focus on a goal, on a specific outcome that is sought to be 

accomplished via the activity or technology. 

Analysing from within: practice-based literature 
Academic literature, including this dissertation, cannot avoid being somewhat 

asynchronous to the developments in practice, given the time-consuming process of doing 

research and publishing. Closer to the - at times rapid - developments are publications and 

conferences (including proceedings) that are practice-based, such as the most prominent 

international museum technology conference, the Museums and the Web conference 

series (started by D. Bearman and J. Trant in 1997).  

The field of museum studies has not only been defined by academia, but much of the 

literature also comes from museum professionals, making sense of their work, their roles, 

as well as the future of museums. Computerization in museum institutions started with the 
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popularization of personal computers for work-environments in the mid-1960s in the 

USA5. In that connection, we can find one of the first museum information professional’s 

association, the Museum Computer Network (MCN), which was founded in 1967. The 

first conference took place at the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York, sponsored by 

IBM, where museum professionals convened to discuss ‘Potential applications of 

computers in museums’ (Metropolitan Museum of Art 1968). By that, they predominantly 

meant the use of computers to facilitate stationary learning opportunities inside specific 

education areas in the museum.  

It seems like much of the early stages of computer and technology-development in 

museums happened without scholarly ‘interventions’, the literature remains practice-based. 

Here, the idea of computers in museums sparked the idea of its educational value from the 

beginning, for instance, described by Fry in 1970: 

A further area in which computers might play an important role in museums is that 
of cybernetic docentry, in which a man-machine learning process could provide a far 
more effective and flexible approach to art education of the general public than is 
now possible. (Fry 1970, 360) 
 

In the early years of digital development, we predominantly find literature on the 

experienced and envisioned changes that are taking place within the cultural sector. 

Following the evolution of those publications gives a good impression of the changing foci 

throughout the years: IT at the museum (Hansen 1995), Hypermedia and interactivity in 

museums (Bearman 1991), Becoming Digital (Keene 1997), Interactivity comes of ages: 

Museums and the World wide web (Bearman and Trant 1999), Virtual Museums 

(Huhtamo 2002).  

Practice-based, however, does not necessarily mean a lack of theory. It actually 

introduces an in-between space where practice and experienced accounts meet theory, for 

instance the book ‘CODE | WORDS: Technology and Theory in the Museum’, which 

gave occasion to ‘leading museum thinkers and practitioners to explore emerging issues 

about the nature of museums in the light of the dramatic and ongoing impact of digital 

technologies’ (Rodley, Stein, and Cairns 2015). 

                                                 
5 In Denmark, PCs entered the museum workplaces in the 1980s; a precise description of year and 
implementation could not be found in the literature. 
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The literature in the field of digital heritage is thus both strongly rooted in practice, and has 

through the combination of different disciplines (as mentioned in the background section) 

developed a scholarly backbone that contributes to practice through theory and research.  

Normativity or the ought of the digital promise  
Since the first Danish museum websites in 1995, it did not take long until digital mediation 

seemingly turned into a ‘mantra’ (Lund 2009, 21), a dominant normative expectation of 

prioritizing developments in technological trends, adopting ‘new’ media into the museum. 

Danish museum and media scholar Maja Rudloff attests to this mantra in Danish 

cultural policy as well as implemented into museums, where digital mediation is considered 

‘the good experience’ (2014). For some years, positive accounts of potentials and 

expectations seemed to be the dominant discourse in both scholarly and practice 

publications, setting a tone of techno-optimism.  

The promise of these new technologies, then, is dual: if they can be made effortless 
and transparent enough, they can help art ideas to penetrate more effortlessly into 
visitors’ lives, to aid visitors in processing and digesting these ideas and images in their 
own personal terms. Conversely, new technologies can also open museums to the 
multiplicity of meanings that our objects trigger in the community of viewers— 
meanings we haven’t yet dreamed of and which stand to be richer and far more 
diverse than the art historical discourse that is our stock-in-trade. (Samis 2008, 13) 

 

US-American museum practitioner and author of ‘Creating the Visitor-Centered Museum’ 

Peter Samis contributed to the idea of an ‘exploded museum’. He writes that the 

introduction of digital to the museum has brought with it 

the ability to randomly access as much or as little information as you wanted about 
an object in the gallery, and to pick and choose your way through an exhibition 
without the museum determining your course. (Samis 2008, 6) 
 

Although in this example the museum has ‘exploded’, the author uses ideas of the 

exhibition, restricting the museum experience to the physical museum context.  

 

Museums without walls 
Originally published in 1947, ‘Le Musée Imaginaire’ (The Imaginary Museum) (Malraux 

1965) experienced a second wave of rediscovery when scholars applied the philosophical 

ideas of art theorist André Malraux about artworks in dialogue in a digital era (i.e., Nørskov 

and Larsen 2009). For instance a particular focus on the imaginary museum at the 
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transmediale Berlin festival for art and digital culture in 2013, as a ‘critical re-engagement 

with André Malraux’s Imaginary Museum as one of the most influential paradigms for the 

technologically informed cultural production of the 20th century’6. 

Malraux’ book ‘Voices of Silence’ (1951) starts with a chapter on the ‘Museum without 

walls’ in which he envisages ‘our museum without walls’, where reproductions (at that time 

photographic) of art can talk to each other, can be better understood and appreciated 

without the restrictions imposed by being exhibited in an art museum. In the English 

version of the book, Malraux writes: 

And this new domain – which is growing more and more intellectualized as our stock-
taking and its diffusion proceeds and methods of reproduction come nearer to fidelity 
– is for the first time the common heritage of all mankind. (Malraux 1990) 

 

This quote is just one of many that illustrate the expectations that are attributed to (new) 

technologies and their development in regards to the mediation of culture and artefacts. 

The common thread in this literature is that the digital is not only seen as the primary 

purpose; what is established is digital as a means to an end. The promises that were 

imagined shifted throughout times, so that different foci were linked to developments 

connected to societal issues, technological development, and trending topics.  

 

Testing and relativizing paradigms  

In his text about ‘Digital heritage and the rise of theory in museum computing’, Ross Parry 

stated already in 2005 that by using a more theoretical foundation for this field, a more 

critical approach would be possible. Until then, this had not been the case, yet Parry traced 

a cultural turn in museum computing, which he predicted was on its way towards a critical 

framework for digital heritage (Parry 2005, 342). This critical thinking in combination with 

cultural theories is demonstrated, for instance, by ‘post critical museology’: 

However, the museums' current embrace of computing does not change the overall 
conservatism displayed by museums towards the potential of computing and in 
general as cultural institutions they continue to follow, rather than lead innovations in 
the application of computing to both organizational management and public 
engagement. (Dewdney, Dibosa, and Walsh 2013, 167) 

 

                                                 
6 https://transmediale.de/festival-2013/imaginary-museum (last accessed 01/08/2019) 
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More recently, the question of whether museums can establish a ‘successful’ relationship 

with their audience through social media has been discussed, and in particular difficulties 

have been pointed out, which relate to institutional structures and resulting gatekeeping 

(i.e., Gronemann, Kristiansen, and Drotner 2015; Kidd 2011; Holdgaard and Klastrup 

2014; Baggesen 2014).  

Far from advocating that museums refrain from using new media channels in any 
way, this article has pointed out the dangers of a prevalent rhetoric and blind 
communal consensus around the democratic impact of social media in museum 
communication. Unquestioned evangelism, hype and unreflected inclusion of social 
media could end up having the reverse effect, simply paying lip service to the social 
obligations of the museum. (Baggesen 2014, 128) 

 

Some years after Parry’s claim of a more critical framework for digital heritage, the field 

seems to have arrived at a point where paradigms and hypotheses about the potentials of 

digital mediation in museums have been tested and relativized, and dichotomies between 

technological affordances and institutional barriers have been identified. 

 

Danish research has seen a major increase in empirical studies of the field, which has 

contributed to the diversification of research, with an emphasis on empirically-based studies 

(i.e., Gronemann, Kristiansen, and Drotner 2015; Holdgaard and Simonsen 2011; Kahr-

Højland 2010; Olesen 2016; Baggesen 2014; Rudloff 2013).  

This research trend has been supported by initiatives and programmes such as Vores 

Museum, and previously DREAM (Danish Research Centre on Education and Advanced 

Media Materials), which have resulted in an output of scholarly publications, PhD 

dissertations, and journal articles that contribute to the understanding of the interrelated 

areas of mediation, digital media, and museum studies (i.e., Gronemann 2014; Laursen 

2013; Drotner, Papsø Weber, and Warberg Løssing 2011; Rudloff 2013; Knudsen 2016; 

Olesen 2016; de Fine Licht Raith 2016; Kobbernagel, Schrøder, and Drotner 2015; 

Holdgaard and Simonsen 2011). 

There has also been a rise in research on museum communication (i.e., Drotner and 

Schrøder 2013; Drotner et al. 2018). In this context, culture and communication 

researchers Bjarki Valtysson and Nanna Holdgaard, for instance, speak of a ‘duality of 

digital museum communication’ and show ‘how the museum’s ability to charge its objects 
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with certain values and meanings is used to promote political and commercial goals’ ( 2018, 

159). 

 

Marketing and communication 
Some research on digital heritage has thus already touched upon the closeness of cultural 

mediation and commercial communication. Since museums have traditionally been 

attributed an educational, nation-building role, the commercial side of museum practice 

has, however, not been the focus of museology, but instead dismissed as a separate field 

of inquiry.  

Due to several developments concerning funding, awareness about visitor needs, and 

general trends in marketing, museums are actively putting efforts into communication 

towards (potential) visitors in order to increase their audience and sell tickets.  

It is circa since the 1980s that museums internationally as well as in Denmark have 

introduced a more marketing-approach (Kawashima 1998). Hooper-Greenhill notes that 

‘Marketing officers were being appointed in museums, and the concept of the 'audience' 

(all those people who might come to the museum) as opposed to merely the 'visitor' (those 

who did come to the museum) was beginning to take on considerable importance’ (1995, 

2). Although one could assume that public funding would render marketing unnecessary, 

state-subsidized museums are no exception in this process. As mentioned before, Danish 

state-subsidized and main museums have to a) prove an increase in visitor numbers (i.e. in 

the contracts) b) generate income through ticket sales, cafés, shops, et cetera. This is in line 

with what Casper Hvenegaard Rasmussen describes as receiver-oriented cultural mediation 

strategy that is rooted in market-oriented thinking (2016). 

As visitor numbers in Danish museums are actually rising every year, claims have been 

made that museums compete with other activities, which belong to a more entertainment-

rich category of leisure-time activities (i.e., Falk and Dierking 1992; Skot-Hansen 2008). 

Posing the rhetorical question ‘Can Museums be All Things to All People?’, Kotler and 

Kotler discuss the role of marketing in relation to the museums’ missions and goals (2000). 

They suggest applying tools and techniques from marketing, arguing that ‘From a marketing 

point of view, museums have to address their audience needs while cultivating new groups 

of visitors and leading their audience to even greater experiences and benefits’ (ibid., 287). 

In that sense, it is understood that marketing means establishing a (better) connection with 

the audience.  
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In a Danish context, the importance of institutional frames on how a museum’s role in 

relation to their audience is understood was analysed by looking into how ‘formidling (i.e., 

the dissemination of knowledge) and communication are understood and prioritised’ 

(Holdgaard and Simonsen 2011). In conclusion, the authors suggest ‘that it is necessary to 

reconsider communication and formidling as a multiplicity of practices that work together 

rather than as separate areas of expertise’ (2011, 115).  This analysis of Danish museums’ 

organizational structures and internal processes regarding digital mediation portrays the 

museums’ general perception of digital technologies as mere add-ons to the traditional 

museum areas of learning and communication (Holdgaard and Simonsen 2011). The study 

moreover found a disparity between the departments (if present, depending on the 

museum’s size) of communication and mediation, and showed that most employees 

working with digital communication are situated within the communication and marketing 

departments. 

 

Social media and marketing 
In the context of digital mediation, the most significant focus in research has been put on 

marketing and communication strategies of social media. It is within this frame of marketing 

success that a majority of the research on museums’ online communication exists, as a 

quick literature search reveals (i.e., Chung, Marcketti, and Fiore 2014; Fletcher and Lee 

2012). The idea is that digital communication channels help to attract new and bigger 

audiences.  

In her study on online engagement, Jenny Kidd defined the marketing frame as one of 

three fundamental frames to understanding how museums communicate with their 

audiences online (Kidd 2011). Yet, literature in museology seems to be hesitant to include 

marketing-strategies into their framework, so the majority of this research remains within 

the scholarly realm of marketing and communication studies. By that, some questions 

remain unanswered, and other questions seem to have a more central role, i.e., those 

concerning marketing success, efficiency, relationship management. Additionally, as 

mentioned, organizational structures also draw a line between mediation and 

communication.  
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Cultural political frame 
British communication and culture scholar Eleonora Belfiore attests that cultural policy 

studies is a relatively young field of inquiry (cf. Kawashima 1999), yet ‘in many respects, it 

has come a long way in a very short time’ (Belfiore 2009). In Denmark, cultural political 

rationales are influential for how museums prioritize their various tasks and roles, and 

through the arm’s length principle, museums are expected to show how they implemented 

the requirements. Hence, the cultural political agenda-setting can have direct effects on 

museums (Mangset 2018; Skot-Hansen 2002, 2008; Hvenegaard Rasmussen 2016).  

The first Danish museum law, which defined the Danish state-owned and state-

subsidized museums, dates back to 1976. A revision of the Danish museum law in 1984 

included the requirement to register cultural heritage electronically (Hansen 1995, 54), 

which can be seen as the first official step in the steady process of the digitization of cultural 

heritage. Similar to most other European countries, Danish museums and cultural heritage 

institutions receive funding from the government as part of the national cultural policy. 

Danish institutions are on the one hand strictly guided by the Ministry of Culture’s strategies 

and laws, while leaving space to the individual museums to develop their own identities and 

implement the macro strategies according to the museums’ needs. Similarly, Canadian 

museologist Nancy Hushion describes the development like such: 

The past decade, and perhaps even the past five years, have witnessed substantive 
changes in the interaction between three spheres: cultural policy, museums and the 
public. It can be argued that some governments have seen (and even used) cultural 
policy to encourage a far greater rapprochement between museums and their publics, 
while in other instances, the linking of public interest and museum programming has 
evolved naturally through the work of highly committed staff, in the absence of such 
framing documents. (Hushion 2006, 5) 

 

It is clear that this agenda-setting does not happen without any interpretation or value 

judgements by the involved institutions, more specifically, the museum staff, as McCall and 

Gray have shown in their study: 

The ambiguity surrounding policy, roles and practice also highlighted that museum 
workers were key agents in interpreting, using and understanding wide-ranging policy 
expectations. The practical implementation of the ‘new museology’ is linked to the 
values held by museum workers themselves and how they relate it to their activities 
at the ground level. (McCall and Gray 2014, 19) 
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It is thus certainly not just a hypodermic needle influence that cultural policy has on 

museum practice, and descriptions from the interviews in chapters four and five will 

highlight this interplay. 

In a British study, technology in museums has been shown to introduce several types 

of innovative transformation, which can be categorized as following: audience reach, 

artform development, value creation, and business models (Bakhshi and Throsby 2010). 

This ability to innovate is one of the new traits of the museums’ role in the modern, 

competitive museum world. The impact of such technology-based changes has been 

defined by Vicente et al. as technological innovation in management, technological 

innovation in visitor experience, and organizational innovation (2012). 

Danish cultural scholar Dorte Skot-Hansen hypothesizes about a ‘digital paradigm 

shift’ (2008, 15) in Danish cultural policy. However, criticism is directed at Danish cultural 

policy, in terms of meeting the challenges posed by the new social media and digital media 

platforms, and to exploit the opportunities for culture and creativity that they entail. Skot-

Hansen concludes that ‘There is a need for a cultural policy 2.0 - or 3.0 - which not only 

sees digitization as a means of cultural communication but as a basic condition that 

fundamentally changes our ways of communicating and constructing the world around us’ 

(Skot-Hansen 2014, 213, author's translation). 

 

Institutional frame:  the actor-network 
The organizational and institutional setup of digital mediation is agreed to play an important 

role. Yet there are different perspectives on the directionality of such impacts. On the one 

hand, research has looked into how technologies change the institutions through the 

introduction of their logic. This seems to be the case, especially in earlier research, 

following a techno-centric rationale about the role of technologies. On the other hand, the 

institutional frame has been shown to impact the use of those technologies. 

Museum researchers must study museum informatics within complex and 
interlocking organizational and social contexts affecting the nature of museums in 
general and the expectations of museum professionals and visitors in particular. 
(Marty 2009, 3723) 

 

Attesting to the importance of institutional factors, Pallud and Kéfi apply concepts of the 

Actor-Network Theory (ANT) as guiding framework to explore the role of digital 

technologies in museums, within the network of museum, technology and visitor. Through 
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interviews with museum professionals working with ICT, this study ‘delineates different 

types of ICT-supported mediation - curator-oriented and visitor-oriented - applying an 

ANT view to the concept of mediation’ (Kéfi and Pallud 2011, 287). The study finds that 

the traditional, curator-oriented cultural mediation remains predominant.  

ANT itself has been applied several times for the study of processes and networks which 

constitute the interplay between museum and technology (i.e., Brenna 2014, Iranowska 

2019). Due to its methodological flexibility, its application is sometimes closer to Science 

and Technology Studies (STS) (i.e., Knudsen 2016; Knudsen and Olesen 2018), so ANT 

is rendered to be used in combination with other theoretical  frameworks, i.e., José van 

Dijck’s application of ANT with political economy theory for the culture of connectivity 

(2013). 

The strength of that approach is the equal importance given to all actors that are involved 

in a process while seeing technology as an actor or actant in itself (Latour 2005). The 

meaning, interpretation, and applicability of ANT are often discussed in the literature, as 

even the main proponents do not seem to agree upon a standard view of what it entails. 

Furthering the development of this nonetheless important (because of its singularity) school 

of thought, a collection of essays seeks to address the issues posed by the lack of definitions 

around Actor-Network Theory (Law and Hassard 1999). 

In that anthology, Michel Callon states that ‘ANT is not a theory. It is this that gives it 

both its strength and its adaptability’ (1999, 194). 

In response to that, circa ten years later, Dutch anthropologist Annemarie Mol writes 

that ANT is best thought of as 

something that helps scholars to attune to the world […] If ANT is a theory, then a 
theory is a repository of terms and modes of engaging with the world […]  If ANT is 
a theory, then a theory helps to tell cases, draw contrasts, articulate silent layers, turn 
questions upside down, focus on the unexpected, add to one’s sensitivities, propose 
new terms, and shift stories from one context to another. (Mol 2010, 262) 

 

Kéfi and Pallud’s application of ANT to the museum’s use of technology (2011) is worth 

looking into further since they have adapted several central concepts and terms to this 

subject. The authors define a vocabulary of Actor-Network Theory applied to their 

research and based on the interviews they conducted with museum professionals, which I 

will briefly summarize: 
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Actor: both the human actor (museum professionals) and the technological actor 
(museum technology). 
Actor-network: the museum organisation and work practices. 
Translation: the term ‘mediation’, concepts of understanding, making things 
accessible, explaining works of art and giving meaning. 
Spokesmen and inscription: Museum professionals’ discourse and perceptions. 
Controversy: Different points of view regarding the role of ICT for mediation.  

 

It is this application of ANT that I consider useful for understanding the institutional 

context that frames digital mediation, so I will use this vocabulary in my final discussion in 

chapter five to explain this Actor-Network in the Danish museum context. 

 

Impact, value, and evaluation  
’We live in an evaluation society’ 

Ole Winther (2019, translation by author) 

 

The recent years have seen an increase in literature around values and impact in the cultural 

sector (i.e., Scott 2009; Crossick and Kaszynska 2016; Villaespesa 2016; Economou 2017; 

Gilmore 2014; Newman 2013). In an article on ‘Museums and Impact’, Carol Scott 

describes different types of impact that museums can have, such as social, personal, and 

economic impact (2009). She asserts that ‘industry professionals and the public agree that 

museums have a significant contemporary impact and that the combination of these impacts 

results in increased social and human capital, community building, societal change, public 

awareness and economic development’ (Scott 2003, 309). This focus on social impact 

comes along with research into the museums’ ethical and social responsibilities in society, 

which is most prominent among some British scholars (i.e., Scott 2010; Sandell and 

Nightingale 2012; Sandell 2002). 

The reason for increased accountability is the instrumental nature of cultural policies, 

which require proof of value for the investments, so that the museums can maintain funding 

– not just from the ministry of culture, but from local and municipal sources, and to a 

steadily growing amount also from private foundations (Villaespesa 2016; C. Scott 2010). 

Strategic approaches to achieve positive outcomes come along with this dependency on 

external funding, where museums not only analyze their efforts internally but to a growing 

degree for external evaluation purposes (cf. Villaespesa 2016).  
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One can differentiate between different types of impact; the one that is most relevant 

to this research question concerns social impact. A British research and practice 

development project called ‘Let’s get real 6: Understanding the social purpose of digital 

technology for arts and heritage organisations’, concludes that: 

‘Social impact’ can be defined as a significant, positive change that addresses a 
pressing social challenge and occurs as a result of an action or activity. Social impact 
is closely aligned with measurement and investment. It’s of particular interest to 
commissioners, funders, investors and social sector providers to better understand 
ways of measuring the social return on investment. (Malde 2018) 

 

Although researchers and practitioners seem to agree that social impact is an important goal 

to achieve, those researchers who have tried to tackle the methodological side of doing so, 

conclude those attempts by discussing the challenges related to evaluation in the cultural 

(heritage) sector. So, while funders and research would like to be able to make more precise 

statements about outcomes and impacts of investments, there has not been a universal 

solution to measuring such ‘successes’. The dilemma of having to prove an impact remains 

among museum professionals and researchers alike (cf. Economou 2017; Galani and Kidd 

2018). For instance, concluding from a study on evaluation practices and ways of measuring 

outcomes from digital museum activities, digital heritage scholar Elena Villaespesa notes 

that: 

Besides the high volume of reviews, case studies, research projects and other 
documentation concerning the value and impact of museums, there are no agreed 
shared standards as to what to measure and how to do it. (Villaespesa 2016, 80) 

 

Quantitative studies on the state of the art of digital museum practice in Denmark 
As part of the ‘National Education Plan’ in 2006, the Ministry of Culture implemented 

annual nationwide museum visitor studies to shed light on the actual museum practices and 

visitor behaviors in Danish museums (“Den nationale brugerundersøgelse”). Another 

national survey concerns museum websites and their users (Moos and Lundgaard 2010; 

Holdgaard 2014).  

The findings from these surveys show that by 2010, all state-subsidized museums had 

a website, thus websites being the most common platform for digital mediation. The 
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amount of digital projects7 offered and produced depends significantly on the size of the 

museum (based on revenues), the bigger the museum, the more mediation projects they 

produce (“Danske Museer i Tal” 2010, 29). On average, every museum produces at least 

one digital mediation project, yet numbers differ significantly from museum to museum. In 

2010, half of the museums had at least one presence on one of the social networks and/or 

offering other web-based types of digital mediation, with a steadily growing number of 

produced digital projects8. So one can conclude that quantitatively Danish museums offer 

a relatively high number of digital projects and thus the effort to implement digital 

mediation to Danish museums can be considered effective.   

On the one hand, the numbers about the implementation and distribution of digital 

mediation projects in Danish museums indicate a progressive development of a certain 

digitization of museum mediation in general. On the other hand, we have to keep in mind 

that merely offering those initiatives is not equal to the visitors’ uptake and use of the 

implemented projects, as the following numbers show. 

Websites are the form of digital mediation that is used most by visitors: circa thirty-

three percent of respondents in 2010 and circa twenty-five percent of young respondents 

in 2015 say they used museum websites (Kobbernagel, Schrøder, and Drotner 2015, 23). 

Moreover, the envisioned in-house interaction with young users seems to be scarce: 

relatively few young visitors are active users of museum social media or apps, only six 

percent report having used or contributed to such initiatives (ibid.). The scarce uptake of 

different forms of digital mediation can be seen as an indicator of how – on a purely 

quantitative level – successful or relevant to achieving certain goals these projects are.  

Nanna Holdgaard’s PhD dissertation ‘Online Museum Practices. A holistic analysis of 

Danish museums and their users’ (2014) presents the one of the few scholarly research 

projects conducted in this field on the basis of quantitative statistics in Denmark. The 

research applied a mixed methods research design and combined data from official Danish 

museum statistics with audience research via a web survey, with an analysis of Danish 

museum website interfaces. The thesis findings demonstrate 

a low level of interactive features on the museum websites across the entire Danish 
museum landscape, but at the same time shows an increase in the number of 

                                                 
7  The survey uses the following definition for projects: ‘projects, where the museum has supplemented the 
physical exhibition with separate, independent mediation inititatives on the internet, local networks, mobile 
phones or other digital platforms’ (translation by author). 
8 The statistics were collected until 2012. 
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museums that has begun to use social media platforms. Despite the extensive 
expectations and hype created regarding the dialogic and participatory potentials of 
online media for museums, few users take an interest to socially interact or participate 
in an online museum environment, as the perception of the physical museums to a 
high degree defines and determines the users’ online museum visiting practices. 
(Holdgaard 2014, II) 

 

The most recent visitor survey at Danish state-subsidized museums is from 2018 (“Den 

nationale brugerundersøgelse for museer. Årsrapport 2018” 2019). Here, we find accounts 

of who visits the museum, and for what reasons, and what they make of the experience.  

One simple question about the overall experience is worth exploring more in detail, 

which I will do here. There is one question in particular that asks participants to rate their 

experience with  ’mediation via use of digital media (video, sound or similar)’. This category 

received the second-lowest score (7,6) in the satisfaction rating, on a scale from 1 to 10, 

where 10 is the highest score. The survey does not ask a) whether they did interact with any 

digital mediation at all during their visit b) whether the museum on that day provided any 

digital mediation to their audience, as well as restricting digital mediation to in-house 

interpretation technology. If a visitor did not use any devices during their visit, in this survey 

they will have to rate ‘the experience’ by giving it a low character – since there is no category 

for ‘non experience’. It leaves many other questions unanswered. This way of asking might 

lead to the misconception that visitors do not value digital museum mediation, or simply 

we cannot know what it means because of the way of asking does not make us understand 

a visitor’s museum experience any better. 

What we can see from such responses is that a visitor can relate much easier to a 

museum experience being ‘nice’ and supported by ‘friendly staff’ than other categories that 

might not apply for that particular day or visit. All response categories received scores 

between seven and ten, which leads to the conclusion that visitors to Danish museums are 

in general quite or very satisfied with their museum experiences. When asking someone 

post-visit about their experience by breaking it down into eight categories that differ widely 

between areas such as general atmosphere and specific ideas of how an ideal visit should 

be ‘executed’ (ability to engage actively), visitors will try to give their most honest and direct 

answers, as much as it is possible to rate any cognitive, affective experiences on a scale. 

Discussing this question and its answer categories aims at illustrating how digital still in 

2018 has a certain ‘ought’ attached to it. Unfortunately, by concentrating on the normative 
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too much, wrong perceptions about the embeddedness of digital mediation in exhibitions 

may be created, which then leads to an unrealistic picture of the phenomenon. Ergo, this 

was an example for the normativity of evaluations and surveys. 

This discussion echoes what Eleonora Belfiore has stated about evaluative research on 

cultural engagement: 

The temptation to articulate research questions in policy‐ or advocacy‐friendly terms 
is evident in this field, so that research has often focused on asking how  the presumed 
positive social impacts of the arts might be measured or enhanced, rather than in 
asking whether the arts have social impacts of the sort claimed for them, if these 
impacts can be expected to be positive and, more generally, whether it is possible to 
generalise people’s experiences of the arts within art forms, across art forms and 
across the very diverse population represented by those who engage with the arts. 
(Belfiore 2009, 353) 

 

Summary  
In summing up, throughout the years since the 1960s, museums and digital (technology) 

have been theorized about, and potentials as well as challenges for both the institutions and 

the audience were the main point of focus in those investigations. The ideas transformed 

through time, and while there have been different priorities and paradigms, the actual state 

of the art was not measured until just some years ago, resulting in reflections that were based 

on exemplary cases, or future predictions.  

The literature that has been presented here has particularly in the beginnings been 

characterized by techno-centrism. The majority of the early attributions were very 

optimistic, imagining what the introduction and development of (digital) technology can 

accomplish. Techno-pessimistic accounts are rare in the literature directly related to the 

field of digital heritage studies. When critical ideas are raised, they predominantly are 

accompanied by suggestions on how it could be improved or made more relevant for 

museum practice.  

Whether hailed or criticized, technology predominantly stands in the centre of 

scholarly attention. More recent studies that apply for instance actor-network theory seek 

to break with this techno-centric idea of impact. In order to contribute to a more balanced 

and practice-based account, this dissertation seeks to situate itself in an area that I will call 

‘techno-realism’. I am using the word realistic in the sense that it wants to break the 

convention of using technology as a way to talk about the future instead of focusing of the 

now, and learning from the past development. Techno-realism in this context means 
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distancing from normativity, from anecdotes, and overly theoretical ideas of what digital 

museum mediation should be regarded as.  
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3| 
METHODOLOGY, MIXED METHODS APPROACH, AND 

MATERIAL 
 

 

Chapter introduction 
This chapter describes in detail the methodological considerations that lay the basis for this 

research. As mentioned, the aim of this dissertation is to take a thorough look at what digital 

museum mediation means, how it is practiced, and what the (potential and perceived) 

outcomes of such activities are. With the intention of being able to draw an overall 

conclusion, the backbone of this dissertation is the empirical evidence, exploring the topic 

at hand iteratively from different perspectives, and looking through different frames to 

analyze the gathered materials. Hence, a mixed methods approach guided by grounded 

theory principles was considered most appropriate for this process of knowledge 

acquisition.  

The ever-changing nature of digital museum mediation calls for a qualitative approach 

that can include change as a characteristic of the subject. At the same time, a lack of 

evidence-based research also means that a quantitative method is applied so that a general 

conclusion can be drawn. Qualitative and quantitative methods complement each other in 

this mixed methods research design, which will be described in the following. 

Although each article in chapter four contains a short methodology description, the 

individual steps are embedded in one design, building on each other. This overall design 

will be presented in this chapter, framing the combination of findings as part of the final 

discussion. 

Firstly, I will discuss the underlying ontological and epistemological considerations that 

shape the research design and methods chosen, namely, mapping and content analysis, 

interviews, and a web survey.  
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Just as much as the subject of research is digital, so are the tools used for collection and 

analysis of the data. A brief description of digital humanities and the nature of research 

responding to technological transformation will be discussed to describe the context in 

which this research is situated. I will then introduce the methodological principles that are 

derived from grounded theory (GT). The case of Danish state-subsidized museums and 

the material selection is further described. Guided by the mixed methods research design’s 

structure, the next section describes each data collection method, process, and analysis - 

namely mapping, interviews, and web survey. Lastly, research limitations connected to 

methodology and the subject at hand will be reflected upon.  

 
Guiding frameworks  
Digital subjects and digital tools for research 
Conducting research in 2019 brings about a certain particularity: the majority of materials 

generated and found in the research process is digital. The fact that the research process 

itself is digital helps to reflect on both methodology and analysis. Since the early 2000s, a 

considerable amount of the literature in humanities research concerns the digital 

humanities, a field in the process of transition. Although there is no single definition that is 

agreed upon by scholars of what digital means in the field, the main characteristic is the 

introduction and use of computation to the various disciplines of the humanities (Berry and 

Fagerjord 2017), as well as its reflexivity on its digital situatedness.  

On the methodological level, digital humanities is defined broadly by its way of 

generating, analyzing, and organizing materials by applying digital tools. Digital methods 

have had an earlier introduction for quantitative methodologies, but recent trends show a 

significant rise in digital qualitative methods and analysis tools as well (cf. Drotner Kirsten 

and Mosberg Iversen Sara 2017; Jensen 2012a).  

In terms of the materials and methods presented in the following sections, it becomes 

clear that they are either born-digital or have been generated through digital means. 

Additionally, remediation is an essential factor to keep in mind when discussing 

methodology. For instance, interviews took place face-to-face and were recorded on a digital 

recorder and transcribed and coded in a software (NVivo).  

Studying a subject that is characterized by a complex and steadily changing nature, it is 

important to adapt the research process, as communications scholar David Karpf points 

out on the topic of ‘Internet time’: 
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The Internet’s effect on media, social, and political institutions will be different 
at time X from that at time X + 1, because the suite of technologies we think of 
as the Internet will itself change within that interval. (…) Standard practices 
within the social sciences are not well suited to such a rapidly changing medium. 
(Karpf 2012, 640) 

He suggests, as a partial solution, to embrace transparency, i.e., reflecting on 

limitations of data sets and research design, and kludginess, i.e., workarounds that 

favor pace and simplicity over time-consuming aspirations (Karpf 2012, 652). 

Evaluation research 
Evaluation research is concerned with the evaluation of social and organizational programs 

or interventions (Bryman 2012).  The essential question that is typically asked by such 

studies on, for instance, a new policy initiative is: has the intervention (for instance, a new 

policy initiative or an organizational change) achieved its anticipated goals? Essentially, this 

thesis aims to inquire about the impact of digital mediation in state-subsidized museums in 

Denmark. Thus, the overall research is designed so individual areas of such interventions 

can be explored, and in a final step connected. The different empirical steps described in 

the following are guided by basic evaluation research principles. 

In order to measure impact, one needs to define the anticipated goals of the 

interventions, in this case, the implementation of digital museum mediation agendas or 

rationales. In a second step, one moves on to see which activities, which measures are taken 

in order to get closer to the anticipated aims. And lastly, what can we say about the outputs, 

outcomes, and values created through this intervention? Thus, the order of asking is 

adapted from evaluation research, to draw a conclusion on whether digital mediation can 

be said to have specific impacts.  

However, most evaluation studies, such as impact assessment, stem from economics 

and seek to identify measurable evidence, trying to establish a direct connection between 

investment and outcome, thus a legitimization effort (this point will be developed further 

in article two).  

While this research project adapts the logic of evaluation research, it does not follow 

this unidirectional black box-thinking, but it will highlight the contextual, the institutional 

factors that create such outcomes. 
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While there are differences of opinion about how qualitative evaluation should be 
carried out, the different views typically coalesce around a recognition of the 
importance of an in-depth understanding of the context in which an intervention 
occurs and the diverse viewpoints of the stakeholders. (Greene 1994, 2000, cited in: 
Bryman 2012, 57) 

 

The construction of knowledge  
 

Grounded theory 
The first comprehensive description of this methodological approach can be found in the 

sociologists Barney Glaser and Anselm Strauss’ book ‘The Development of Grounded 

Theory’ from 1967. It describes a structured, thorough, and inductive approach to 

generating new concepts and theories from rich and relevant empirical material. Since then, 

the methodology has been contested and further developed by various proponents, 

resulting in a rich literature on the underlying methodology and hands-on methods (i.e., 

Charmaz 2014; Corbin and Strauss 2015), proposing a ‘second generation’ of grounded 

theory (Morse et al. 2009). 

Grounded theory aims to generate concepts and theory through exhaustive explorative 

and iterative approaches to the research subject. Despite its name, not all proponents of 

this methodological approach agree on the weighting of the ‘theory’ part. Strauss highlights 

the development of concepts rather than theories, which is considered the more popular 

and more applied version (Bryman 2012, 567). Due to the complexity of the subject and 

its ever-changing nature of the research problem, this thesis adopts the strand to generate 

concepts instead of following a pre-defined theory.  

Using grounded theory strategies means responding to emergent questions, new 
insights, and further information and simultaneously constructing the method of 
analysis, as well as the analysis. No set of rules can dictate what a researcher needs to 
do and when he or she needs to do it (see Sanders, 1995). (Charmaz 2008, 403, 
emphasis in original) 
 

Although grounded theory is closely related to inductive qualitative approaches of research, 

the methods applied for generating materials to gain more knowledge on the subject at 

hand can also include quantitative methods.  The common ground for this inclusion is the 

inductive and iterative process that is open to include new ideas into the construction of 

(theoretical) concepts. The research design includes several methods developed by GT for 
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this process of constructing concepts, such as open and axial coding (Charmaz 2014), and 

will be addressed as part of the description of the research conducted.  

Constructivism and grounded theory are closely connected. GT ‘not only is a method for 

understanding research participants’ social constructions but also is a method that 

researchers construct throughout inquiry’ (Charmaz 2008, 397). As Kathy Charmaz 

explains:  

A 21st-century social constructionist grounded theory rests on certain 
principles, […]. Thus grounded theorists who adhere to this position: 
•Treat the research process itself as a social construction 
•Scrutinize research decisions and directions 
•Improvise methodological and analytic strategies throughout the research 
process 
•Collect sufficient data to discern and document how research participants 
construct their lives and worlds. 
 

As an epistemological stance, constructionism in its essence does not assume the world to 

just ‘be there’, but for the participants to actively construct the world and its constituent 

elements (Holstein and Gubrium 2008, 3).9 The idea is that both the researcher and the 

subject at hand construct their realities. The research process must be highly reflective of 

that. The necessity of reflexivity for a researcher derives from ‘the implications for the 

knowledge of the social world they generate of their methods, values, biases, decisions, and 

mere presence in the very situations they investigate’ (Bryman 2012, 715). 

Constructivism can be found in museology as well (Hooper-Greenhill 1992, 

1999; Hein 1999), most often applied to the study of learning within the museum 

context, highlighting the socially constructed, subjective character of a museum 

learning experience, as well as the knowledge and scholarship attached to them.  

 

                                                 
9 The two terms ‘constructivism’ and ‘constructionism’ are used interchangeably in some contexts, 
however they bear different meanings, inter alia depending on the discipline that uses the concept. The 
discussion about the terms goes beyond the scope of this dissertation, so I will only briefly mention its 
implications. This thesis follows the considerations by Holstein and Gubrium about the terminology 
(2008, 8) who use the term constructionist as the more generic expression. However, some of the authors 
cited use ‘constructivism’, which I will cite accordingly. 
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Mixed methods approach 
The overall research design, which frames this PhD project, is guided by the need to draw 

a comprehensive picture and collect documentation for the development of digital museum 

mediation in Denmark. The main focus is thus not on single, exemplary cases, but on 

determining characteristics that can enable a statement of a large-scale, general nature.  

Combining qualitative and quantitative research bears several advantages for this study, as 

it addresses various analytical perspectives (cf. Mayring 2001).   

Creswell and Clark (2007, 5) define this type of approach as follows:  

Mixed methods research is a research design with philosophical assumptions as well 
as methods of inquiry. As a methodology, it involves philosophical assumptions that 
guide the direction of the collection and analysis of data and the mixture of qualitative 
and quantitative approaches in many phases in the research process. As a method, it 
focuses on collecting, analyzing, and mixing both quantitative and qualitative data in 
a single study or series of studies. Its central premise is that the use of quantitative 
and qualitative approaches in combination provides a better understanding of 
research problems than either approach alone.  

 

The need to employ different methods in order to provide an in-depth yet generalizable 

analysis became clear. Briefly put, the primary reasoning for combining heterogeneous 

methods is that a balance between strengths and weaknesses of both quantitative and 

qualitative approaches is found by integrating them into one research design. Quantitative 

methods are especially suited for the general and comparable part of the data collection, 

while the qualitative approach enables the exploratory, in-depth generation of material and 

analysis. Especially since the research subject is fast-changing, qualitative approaches are 

more suited to identify evolving practices and changes in attitude. A mixed methods 

approach was thus taken to address the need first to explore qualitatively and by that firstly 

validate the web survey approach and contextualize the findings afterwards.  

Since the research aim was formulated and clear from the very beginning, being 

embedded in a nation-wide research project (as mentioned before), the choices of methods 

followed through an inductive approach. The quantitative survey had been pre-defined as 

one of the empirical pillars of Our Museum’s analysis materials.  

The survey does not seek to merely test hypotheses, it aims at exploring the how and 

what of digital museum mediation practice, thus using quantitative methods to follow a 

qualitative strategy. In general, this research is by nature qualitative, although it uses 

quantitative methods. The main research question needs to be addressed qualitatively as 

all parts of it need to be explored.  The need to approach the how and what of a 
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phenomenon, before turning towards the why is described by the qualitative researcher and 

sociologist David Silverman: 

The real strength of qualitative research is that it can use naturally-occurring data to 
locate the interactional sequences (“how”) in which participants' meanings ("what") are 
deployed. Having established the character of some phenomenon, it can then (but 
only then) move on to answer "why" questions by examining how that phenomenon 
is organisationally embedded. (Silverman 2005, 14) 

 

Through this approach, the researcher establishes insights into the input, the phenomenon 

(or what is also called the ‘black box’, if ignored by the research), and the output, as well as 

the organizational embeddedness (the why).  

Based on these considerations, I have developed a mixed methods research design, 

which is able to address those concerns and thereby find a more holistic answer to the main 

research question. The following graph illustrates all the methods applied, as well as the 

strategies they serve within this research design. 

 

Figure 3. Overview of the mixed methods approach and the connected analytical methods. 

 

The illustration serves as an overview of the combined mixed methods approach, which 

shows the connected data collection and analysis methods. The individual methodological 

steps, including the analysis approaches, namely content analysis, discourse analysis, and 
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quantitative data analysis, will be described in the following sections. In order to inform 

the quantitative survey, an additional focus group session was conducted with  

All methods applied are connected in that they all are designed to collect data to 

answer the main research question, from the different angles and with the different foci 

illustrated in this graph. In such, they overlap, as findings from one step inform the other 

approaches, allowing for an iterative triangulation during data collection and analysis. 

Overall empirical foundation 
 

The Danish museum system and sample description 
Employing these different methods allows to cover diverse temporal aspects since the 

beginnings of digital mediation - introduced by digitization - and developments until and 

including now. As described earlier, the choice of the case, i.e., all state-subsidized and 

main museums in Denmark had already been decided in my project proposal by my 

research project Our Museum.  

Denmark’s museum landscape is diverse, covers a variety of cultural history, art, 

science, natural history, and combined types, which are geographically spread over the 

country, and differ in size. There are in total around 400 museums, which includes private 

and state-subsidized museums and galleries. The sample selected for this study focuses 

however solely on the state-subsidized and state-owned museums, i.e., those museums that 

receive direct funding from the Ministry of Culture or as a special regulation (main 

museums) and that are thus following the Museums Act.   

As of July 2019, there are 97 state-subsidized museums under the Museums Act10 and 

three main museums. Statistics concerning all museums in Denmark are not publically 

available, yet the state-subsidized museums are best documented with a total of 3.215 full-

time employees (hereafter FTE for full-time equivalents) in 2012 (Kulturstyrelsen 2015). 

Denmark is one of the few countries worldwide that has a dedicated museum law 

(Museums Act), which was introduced in 1958, describing the role of Danish museums and 

their five pillars, namely collection, registration, preservation, research, and mediation. The 

law has since then been re-phrased to stay relevant in light of a museum world in 

transformation – and here, a new focus on mediation has crystalized (Dam Christensen 

                                                 
10 According to public Danish statistics, there are 381 museums and museum departments. This number 
includes private museums and state-subsidized museums. http://www.dst.dk/da/Statistik/emner/kultur-og-
kirke/museer-og-kulturarv/museer  and http://slks.dk/museer/fakta-om-museerne/    
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2007). Currently, the formulation of a new law is being discussed in Danish politics, creating 

a state of constant change in the museum world, since the museums’ funding relies 

significantly on this legislation. 

Given the number of possible participants in this study, it can be regarded as a sample 

that is generalizable, but which at the same time is on a scale that allows for more qualitative 

approaches.  

 

Step one: Mapping of publically funded digital projects  
The empirical approach applies an institutional perspective, seeking an answer to the 

question of how Danish museums have implemented and how they have been using and 

offering digital mediation since the first investments into technological developments were 

made until now. Consequently, the first point of entry into the subject is created through 

cultural political materials. Here, the idea is to understand the expectations that were 

directed towards digital mediation projects initially and throughout the course of a phase of 

public funding of digital cultural mediation projects. 

By mapping, I understand both the initial literature review of cultural political 

background texts and policy documents, as well as the subsequent content analysis and 

discourse analysis.  

The analytical lense is firstly cultural political and secondly institutional. Hence, the 

two main points of interest focus on the cultural political rationales sought to be met, as 

well as the cultural mediation strategies applied via digital mediation. General cultural 

political publications provide contextual information about the overall agenda, whereas the 

main museums’ contracts help to illustrate the implementation thereof.  

A thorough reading and discourse analysis of the cultural political texts helps crystalize 

the main agenda set by the Danish Ministry of Culture as well as the Agency for Palaces 

and Culture. Thus, for the content analysis, the parts of these reports regarding the project 

aims, and type of mediation form the focus points of analysis. As for indicators, expected 

benefits, target groups, and technologies were collected and compared. The documents are 

analysed and recurring concepts regarding mediation strategies - following the analysis 

model developed by Skot-Hansen as well as Hvenegaard Rasmussen (2016; 2014) -, 

technological development, and expectations were identified as part of a content analysis 

(Mayring 2000). 
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Material selection 
The analysed material consists of the documents presented in the following table. 

Table 1. Mapping: Analysed material. 

Perspective Documents 

Cultural 

policy 

x Publications by the Danish Ministry of Culture and the Agency for 

Culture and Palaces (e.g., IT political action plan (1995), The 

Memorandum on the Museums’ Mediation (2006)) 

x Contracts of the main museums (rammeaftaler, previously 

resultatkontrakter), and application guidelines and requirements for 

the pools 

Museum 

practice 

x 117 applications and reports of digital projects managed by the Agency 

for Palaces and Culture, part of the two following pools: 

x Kulturnet Danmark pool (1996-2009) 

x Mediation Pool 1, part of  the Ministry of Culture’s Memorandum on 

the museums’ mediation (2007-2013) 

x The Danish museum practice journal Danske Museer11 (issues from 

1990 until 2016) 

 

Thus, a heterogeneous set of materials was analysed, including grey literature (Lawrence et 

al. 2014), to a museum practice journal, to application documents and project reports.  

Danske Museer describes itself as the museums’ voice in the public debate12, reporting 

about developments in the Danish museum world. In this analysis, it supplements the 

cultural political analysis with a museum-practice perspective on the technological 

development and related expectations towards digital technologies in general, including 

articles from 1990 until 2016.  

In total, 117 digital museum mediation projects were supported by the Ministry of Culture’s 

funds and managed by the Agency for Palaces and Culture. The documents from between 

1997 and 2006 had previously been publically available on a website for Kulturnet 

Danmark13, to support knowledge sharing among Danish museums. This website has, 

however, been offline for some years now.  

                                                 
11 (Museumstjenesten 1990) 
12 (Museumstjenesten 2017) 
13 Can now be found at 
http://web.archive.org/web/20080513054055/http://www.kulturarv.dk/tjenester/kulturnet/stoettede_projekte
r/index.jsp 
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Thus, in order to collect the material, the responsible employee at the Agency for 

Palaces and Culture was directly contacted. After a short interview, which was not used for 

analysis, with two employees involved in handling applications for those pools, they handed 

over copies of documents for both the Kulturnet pool as well as the Mediation Pool 1 on 

a USB stick for the research purposes at hand. The official documents that were part of 

those pools contain a description of the requirements for applications to be accepted. The 

museums’ applications and project reports include descriptions of what the (successful) 

applicants considered the goals and uses of their investments. The forms for the reports for 

funded projects include guiding questions concerning the technological implementation, 

initial aims, and outcomes of the mediation initiatives. Depending on the pool, the 

questions differ slightly, yet both contain these categories in order to be able to facilitate 

knowledge sharing between museums.  

The projects analysed have a comparable distribution regarding museum types to the 

entire Danish state-subsidized museums: the majority (70%) belong to the category cultural 

history museums. Hence, this sample can be considered generalizable in regards to the 

three different museum types.  

Step two: Interviews with museum professionals  
In this research design, interviews were crucial for both informing and validating the 

research internally, and as in-depth data to be analyzed as part of the overall research 

question. Throughout the different stages, and in interaction with the other approaches, 

these interviews help to identify themes from an institutional perspective. Since a disparity 

between research and practice is a common point of criticism in museology, the explorative 

nature of this research was of great importance. Thus, previous assumptions were not taken 

for granted, but the evidence was sought in the field, which in this case meant the museum 

employees working directly with digital museum mediation.  

Semi-structured interviews  
Qualitative interviews are a crucial method for gaining insight into attitudes, personal 

experiences, as well as current trends and mind-sets that are just in the process of 

manifesting themselves. Talking to museum professionals in semi-structured interviews 

allowed to focus on specific themes and cover different periods. Semi-structured interviews 

are flexible in that they create space for the interviewee to develop their thoughts further. 

Questions asked by the interviewer do not have to stick to a strict order, but instead make 

use of the individual interview’s flow (Bryman 2012, 470).  
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The questions concerned the museum professionals’ everyday work with digital 

mediation, which includes practical considerations about development, financing, and 

adoption of digital mediation, but also sought to draw on their experiences with and 

attitudes towards digital means of mediating their museum. The questions were open-ended 

so that the interview partners could choose what they wanted to focus on – in that way 

securing an explorative approach to the topic. The interview guide and interview questions 

can be found in appendix 1. 

Sampling  
The museum professionals are connected through a well-established network, thus making 

use of that network to recruit interviewees that can act as experts, giving insight into the 

digital museum mediation development and current state of the art was crucial.  

Sampling strategies for the interviews first relied on purposive sampling, identifying and 

prioritizing persons relevant to the research questions. Museum professionals that had been 

working with digital mediation both in museums and with cultural political decision-making 

since the beginning were contacted first. This process was facilitated through the research 

network of Our Museum. 

As mentioned, interviews were initially used to support and validate the other 

methodological elements. The initial idea was to solely use the interview materials for that 

purpose, yet the data proved to be so rich that it was included in the main analysis of the 

thesis. Interviews were still recorded and transcribed for the sake of documentation. 

Although early ideas of grounded theory would advise against that and prefer just taking 

field notes, more recent constructions support the rigorous documentation of the interview 

(Charmaz 2014).  

Interview partners were prompted to suggest other interview partners of interest, which 

led to the second sampling strategy, namely snowball sampling. As the findings from the 

survey show, only a minimal amount of museum professionals have either ‘digital’ in their 

job title, or are hired to work 100% with digital tasks. Hence, interview partners could not 

just be found by looking at job descriptions but had to be identified through observing the 

museum sector’s communication online, e.g., blogs and public Twitter accounts.  
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Table 2. Sample of semi-structured interviews. 

Inter-

view # 

Interviewee’s role Museum type 

and size by FTE14  

Main topics Duration  

1 Kulturnet Danmark, 

former member of the 

advisory board. 

 

 

Cultural policy: Public pool  70 
minutes 

2 Development 

consultant 

x Cultural 
History (& 
Archive) 

x 750 FTE  

History, development, 

digital mediation projects 

55 

minutes 

3 Museum director x Cultural 
History 

x 10,5 FTE 

History, development, 

digital practice 

70 

minutes 

4 A Head curator 

B Digital project 

coordinator, curator 

x Cultural 
History  

x 140 FTE 
 

Interactives in exhibitions, 

digital projects, online 

mediation 

47 

minutes 

5 Head of exhibition 

design office 

x Cultural 
History 

x 188 FTE 

Interactives in exhibitions, 

digital projects 

50 

minutes 

6 Head of digital  x Art museum 
x 120 FTE 
 

Online mediation, digital 

communication, digitized 

collections, evaluation 

65 

minutes 

 

The majority of the interviewed professionals work at cultural history museums, which is 

due to a) the fact that 70% of Danish state-subsidized museums belong to that category and 

b) the first point of entry for digital mediation practice that has been mentioned as ‘front-

runners’ in the field. 

Conducting the interviews  
The interviews were conducted face-to-face throughout the period of this PhD project, 

between 2017 and the end of 2018. Museum professionals were contacted by e-mail, where 

a short introduction to the topic was given. The main themes mentioned in the e-mail 

revolved around digital museum practice, the professional’s experience with digital 

mediation, and the general characteristics of digital museum mediation. The interviews all 

took place at the interviewee’s workplace, thus museums in different regions in Denmark. 

A length of circa 1-1,5 hours was envisaged for each interview, and depending on the 

interview partner’s schedules, some interviews lasted between 47 minutes and 70 minutes. 

                                                 
14 FTE stands for full-time equivalent 
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The interview guide (in appendix 1) included informing the interview partner of the 

digital recording, and eventual use of their quotes in this dissertation and journal article. 

Furthermore, it was stressed that the interview will be about the museum professional’s 

personal experience with digital mediation first, and about the museum’s perspective 

secondly. It is important to keep in mind that many museum professionals worked at 

several different museums throughout their careers, so the experience they described was 

a collection of experiences gathered at different workplaces with different missions.  

All museum professionals were at the point of the interviews employed at Danish 

museums, so the interviews were conducted in Danish, but translated into English for this 

dissertation. Thus the recordings and transcriptions are in Danish, but all the quotes used 

in this text and the article are in English. 

Interview analysis 
The initial coding of the interviews was further examined through focused coding before 

the last step of axial coding (Charmaz 2006) looked at relationships, especially between 

decision-making and skills. Axial coding is defined as ‘a set of procedures whereby data are 

put back together in new ways after open coding, by making connections between 

categories’ (Strauss & Glaser 1990: 96).  

The initial analysis of the interview materials led to the formulation of an essay15 which 

explored the ways in which the interviewees constructed what digital meant. It asked the 

question: How does the culture of museum institutions shape the cultural interfaces of 

digital museum mediation? The themes that evolved from this analysis contributed to the 

prioritization of topics for the questionnaire, which will be presented in the following 

section. Further, once all six interviews were conducted and transcribed, they were coded, 

and the following categories became apparent as most significant: digital mindsets, skillsets 

and competencies, success factors, inspiration and drive, professionalization, uncertainty, 

values, as well as meanings.  

 

Step three: Web survey among Danish state-subsidized museums 
One of the project’s main points of interest was to provide a holistic picture of what digital 

museum mediation means in general, and what its perceived affordances are from the 

museums’ perspectives. Having established that the discourse around the topic is 

                                                 
15 Written as part of the VIII Lisbon Summer School for the Study of Culture 2018, 

Cyber+Cipher+Culture. Since it was only a first step of analysis, it is not included in this dissertation. 
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normative, which mainly seems to ponder on anecdotal accounts, a lack of a factual and 

quantitative approach became apparent. This need to establish a general picture and 

overview applies to both scholarly and museum practice.  

So far, a nationwide survey about the state of art of digital museum mediation had not 

been conducted, hence an undoubtable relevance of conducting such research was 

confirmed. A literature review (presented in chapter four, article two) on such surveys on 

an international level confirmed a scarcity on this topic, with few but notable exceptions. 

The questionnaire itself was developed after a thorough literature review as well as the 

interviews conducted with museum professionals. Article two contains a short description 

and summary of the literature review, which focused on other nationwide surveys 

conducted on the use of digital mediation in cultural heritage institutions. Those surveys 

also served as models for the choice of questions included in my questionnaire.  

Based on those insights, questions in this survey were tailored to inquire into the 

following main operationalisations: 

x Museum profession and digital mediation  
x Current state of digital mediation activities and technologies  
x Digitisation of the museums’ collections 
x Practices, uses, and affordances 
x Evaluation practices of digital initiatives 
x Perceived values and outcomes  
x Digital museum literacy  
x Challenges 

Questionnaire design 
The questionnaire was designed based on the insight from a thorough literature review as 

well as interviews conducted with museum professionals who engage with digital mediation.  

In order to design the questionnaire, previous studies and their questionnaires were 

analysed (those studies are presented in article two16). The surveys all had different focus 

points, some addressed at cultural heritage institutions in general, some inquiring the state 

of certain technologies (mobile media or digitization of collections), and others conducted 

for legitimizing purposes. However, at the core many of the questions could be used to 

compare findings. With that in mind, the most common questions about the main 

                                                 
16 Article two, table 1: Large-scale quantitative surveys with an institutional focus on digital mediation and 
digitization. 
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operationalisations were adapted to this questionnaire design. The initial idea was that an 

international comparison could be conducted, yet as will be described later, significant 

correlations could not be determined. 

The questions in this survey were tailored to inquire into the areas of interest described in 

the following section.  

The following main question guided the design of the questionnaire: 

What evidence is there for the promotion of knowledge sharing, visitor experience, and 

participation through digital mediation in Danish museums? 

 

As mentioned before, findings from interviews conducted with museum professionals were 

used to inform the design of the questionnaire. One of the main findings from the 

interviews in connection with constructing this survey was that it cannot be expected that 

museums conduct evaluation of their mediation projects on a regular basis, or that there is 

documentation of such learnings, or –going back to the original research question- what 

could be considered scientific ‘evidence’. The question of whether and how museums 

evaluated their mediation and impact thereof was posed directly to find out what the 

standard of evaluation in Danish museums is, and furthermore to see what the respondents’ 

perceived impacts were based on. Hence, the research question, starting with ‘what 

evidence’ included an emphasis on the ‘what’ as well, while the term ‘evidence’ is broad, 

including not just facts such as documentation or measurements, but also the subjective 

experiences. 

Given the holistic, interconnected nature of the topic of digital mediation, a set of sub-

questions was formulated in order to explore possible correlations, connections or simply 

contexts.  

x Who works with digital mediation at museums? 
x What is the status quo of the digital audience reach? 
x What is the status quo of digital on-site and online mediation? 
x What is the status quo of collection digitization and its mediation? 
x What digital activities are facilitated at the museums? 
x What skills do museums consider themselves most confident about? 
x What factors do museums perceive as most challenging? 
x What are the museums’ evaluation practices related to digital mediation? 
x What outcomes and values do museums attribute to digital museum mediation? 
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The process of operationalization was thus inductive as well as deductive, to touch upon 

topics that are discussed in other studies (in article two) as important factors and topics, 

which are yet to be explored by research. The explorative approach is crucial since digital 

museum mediation is in constant change, so an open research design was necessary to avoid 

blind spots. Hence, no specific definitions of what is meant by ‘digital mediation’ were 

provided, as the purpose and nature of the questionnaire were to get a picture on the 

perception of the museum employees’ attributed meaning. Throughout the survey, 

different versions of digital areas were explored, which asked for different usages of the 

involved subject. Thus, different terms were used, e.g., digital mediation, digital 

technologies, and digital projects.  

The only guiding definition was given at one of the first opening questions (S_) of the 

survey, asking whether the museum offers digital mediation. Here an additional sentence 

specified that websites are included in the definition, as long as they mediate the museum’s 

content or collection. The need for this additional specification was established as part of 

the pilot study focus group session.  

The questionnaire comprised 52 questions in total (plus further six questions in case 

of ‘yes’ or ‘no’ or ‘other’, making sure alternative answers were included). The 

questionnaire was designed so that in case the option ‘no digital mediation’ was chosen, the 

respondent would have directly been forwarded to questions about challenges, which were 

situated right at the end of the survey.  

The initial questions and response categories concerning museum size, revenue, and 

type were adapted from the Danish national museum survey so that the sample could be 

compared in terms of generalizability.  

The answer categories for the approximately sixty questions were kept closed so that 

a generalization on a macro level could be made. The questionnaire included three 

further open questions with a field to be filled in freely without giving any answers to 

choose from. 

Depending on the type of question asked, the following answer categories were utilized: 

a) Text field to fill in information such as the name of the museum 
b) Tick a box, where only one answer is possible 
c) Tick a box, where several answers are possible 
d) Likert scale  
e) Open comment box  
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In questions with multiple answer possibilities, the categories were always randomized to 

avoid a biased answer distribution, where the first categories could potentially be 

preferred.  

Pilot study 
After the questionnaire had been implemented into the online tool SurveyXact and tested 

for technical problems, a pilot test was conducted.  

The respondents for the pilot test were recruited through the researcher’s professional 

network (Our Museum project partners), hence convenience sampling, and totaled up to 

six museum professionals from different museums (in terms of type and size) in Denmark.  

The pilot study was conducted as a beta-version of the actual survey, which meant that 

the complete setup was just like the actual survey, except minor design differences. The 

participants were asked to pay attention to eventual problems with user-experience, 

comprehensibility, and technical errors, which were to be discussed in the focus group 

session.  

The focus group session with the six museum professionals was conducted two weeks 

prior to the sending date of the questionnaire. As part of a monthly seminar in June 2018, 

the participants from museums in different parts in Denmark gathered in Copenhagen, 

where two hours were set off for this focus group session. Together, the researcher and the 

participants went through their notes and discussed each question and response category 

individually. The feedback given contributed to a better understanding of the variety of 

museum type and sizes that would fill out the survey. More categories were added, and 

response categories about the museum professional’s work were added that made it 

possible for both a museum with five and a museum with 500 employees to be represented 

with appropriate response categories in the survey.  

The focus group brought forth some challenges that the respondents had encountered 

while filling out the questionnaire. For one, it already became clear that thorough 

information related to the museums’ use of online statistics was not to be expected. The 

majority of respondents were not able to find statistics related to user statistics on social 

media channels. The pre-test also showed that some museums counted those numbers for 

the first time for this questionnaire. Two possible explanations were identified: Firstly, the 

majority of museums have no tradition/strategy of measuring their social media activities. 

Secondly, if they do measure it, those numbers might be collected by a department or 
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employee at the museum that the person who was filling out the survey had no access to. 

This is a finding in itself, considering the scattered nature of museum work (for instance 

that departments are not connected) or the low priority of measuring online visitor statistics. 

However, it was decided that these questions should be modified and stay part of the 

questionnaire. That is why the questionnaire only asked for two platforms specifically and 

left the option to add numbers for other social media platforms if present. Previous studies 

such as Digital Culture (Nesta and ACE 2017) and interviews had identified Facebook and 

Instagram as the two main social media platforms used, and the third category inquired 

about ‘other platforms’.  

It was ensured that employees could pause and resume the questionnaire at their own 

choice and at any point in time. That way information that was not directly accessible to the 

respondent, such as visitor statistics, could be gathered without (time) restrictions, after 

having consulted the department or coworker that would have the information needed.  

The pretest and pilot study focus group also led to minimizing the number of questions 

asked in the survey. Although participants said that filling out the survey took no more than 

thirty minutes in total, some of the questions were considered taking too much time (such 

as the ones related to statistics) or redundant.  

Respondent selection and contact procedure 
Due to the setup of my overall research, the survey was directed at all the state-subsidized 

and main museums in Denmark, which in 2018 amounted to a total number of 100.17 To 

support both response rate and credibility of the research, a public announcement was 

made on the Danish museum organization’s (ODM) website in the category ‘from museum 

to museum’, informing museums of the upcoming survey. It was also through the Danish 

museum organization’s publically accessible list of members that the initial contact e-mail-

addresses for each museum were collected.18 After discussing the approach with the focus 

group, it was decided to send the first introductory e-mail to each museum’s main e-mail-

address (i.e., info@museumxy.dk). Within that e-mail, a further description of the 

employee most suited to fill out the survey was given, encouraging the museums to be 

prepared for the survey that was to be sent one week later. This procedure thus intended 

to ask the museums to indicate who the main roles in digital mediation could be.  

                                                 
17 https://slks.dk/museer/fakta-om-museerne/statsanerkendte-museer/ (last accessed 01/08/2019) 
18 https://www.dkmuseer.dk/om-odm/medlemmer (last accessed 01/08/2019) 
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In total four e-mails were sent out to the museums. The first was an announcement e-

mail sent out to all the museums’ official main email-accounts. This initial announcement 

informed all the museums of the survey one week in advance. The second e-mail contained 

the link and instructions about the questionnaire. Some of those e-mails were sent to those 

employees’ direct e-mail-addresses that had identified after the first email. The two last e-

mails both contained reminder-messages, encouraging the respondents to either finish an 

already commenced survey or for the majority to start filling out the questionnaire. During 

this process, some museums uttered concerns about the timing of the survey, since it was 

sent out two weeks before the official summer holiday period. Taking those concerns into 

consideration the final date of closing the survey was pushed back to after the summer 

break and thus the last email informed those that had not yet finished the surveys. The 

online questionnaire was hosted on the webspace provided by the survey tool SurveyXact. 

Respondents could pause and resume at their convenience. As an incentive and to share 

the knowledge gathered in this study, a general summary of the findings was announced to 

be sent to those museums who had participated in the survey.  

Data collection 
The survey was administered online, using the survey tool SurveyXact, during summer 

2018 (18 June – 31 August 2018). In total, 100 surveys were sent out via e-mail containing 

a link to the online questionnaire, of which the response rate was 66% (counting only the 

fully completed surveys). Partially completed questionnaires were not included in the 

analysis. Seventy-seven respondents initially started filling out the questionnaire, while sixty-

six completed all the questions, which makes a drop rate of 11%. Of those 77, only one 

respondent stated that the museum did not offer any form of digital mediation. The 

questionnaire had been designed in a way that respondents were initially asked whether 

they use or offer digital mediation so that in case of a negative reply they would be forwarded 

to the last set of questions concerning barriers. This was, however, not the case, as the only 

respondent that stated they did not offer digital mediation did not continue with the 

subsequent questions about perceived challenges.  

Data analysis 
The methods for the following data analysis were mainly quantitative. A supplementary 

qualitative content analysis was applied to categorize answers that were given in free text 

boxes. Those were intended either for an elaboration of the ‘other’ category in multiple-

choice questions, or open-ended questions as part of the surveys explorative design. The 
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dataset was analysed with SPSS, a computer software for the analysis of quantitative data in 

the social sciences (Bryman 2012, 354ff).  

Firstly, the dataset was cleaned so that only data of those respondents that completed 

the whole survey was analysed. Unfortunately, one answer category had to be excluded 

from the analysis, since the answer possibility ‘don’t agree’ was given twice on both ends of 

the Likert scale due to a mistake in the correction process. Assuring the data’s validity, this 

questions is therefore not included in the analysis.   

As the first analytical step, an overview of the results was created by descriptive statistics 

such as frequencies and lists of all the free-text responses (Eskjær and Helles 2015, 84). A 

data report and first coding of categories were written. Frequencies were analysed and most 

common answers scanned for patterns or commonalities. This first analytical step will be 

further presented in article two. Since the articles number two and number three only 

focused on specific questions, further findings from this questionnaire will be presented 

within the discussion of this dissertation.  

The free-text responses were further conceptualized and categorized via content 

analysis. Open coding was firstly applied to get an explorative overview of the various 

answers, and secondly closed coding, in which general categories were deducted from the 

various answers, turned into concepts in the first step, given by the respondents.  

The next phase was the explorative analysis (Eskjær and Helles 2015, 96), which is 

concerned with finding correlations and relationships. Taking inspiration from previous 

studies mentioned in the literature review (such as Digital Culture), common correlations 

were thoroughly checked. Those commonly assumed correlations include factors such as: 

museum size by annual revenue, museum type, and socio-geographical location. Further 

correlations were checked during the frequency analysis by cross-checking different 

responses based on findings from case studies mentioned seemed likely to be connected, 

for instance, museum type and size. The full dataset was tested for validity and reliability 

before the analysis. Given the response rate of 66%, the findings presented can be 

considered generalizable. 

Population profile  
To ensure that reported findings were representative of the sector as a whole after all the 

data were gathered and the dataset cleaned, the sample was tested for how representative 

of the overall Danish state-subsidized museum sector it is.  



Chapter Three: Methodology 

91 
 

The whole sample covers sixty-six percent of Danish state-subsidized museums. 

According to statistics by the Danish statistics (Danmarks statistik), the distribution (in 

percent) of museum types in Denmark is as following, with the right column showing the 

numbers from this survey. The survey sample also included the three national main 

museums, so the whole sector sample is comprised of 97 state-subsidized and three national 

main museums, a total of one hundred museums.  

Table 3. Whole sector and survey sample: distribution of museum types 2018. 

TYPE Whole sector in % N = 100 Survey sample in % N = 66 

Cultural history 60 59 

Art  29 27 

Natural history 3 3 

Combined  8 11 

 

The sample thus matches the population profile, as the percentage of the different types’ 

distribution is comparable. Independent of the sample size (66% of the whole sector), the 

Danish museum world has been subject to mergers, caused by restructuring of the counties 

and municipalities (Nørskov 2018), resulting in an increase in combined responsibilities 

and thus museum types.19  

 

Validity and reliability 
Aspects of both research design and research subject might pose challenges to a study’s 

reliability and validity (cf. Bryman 2012). Quantitative and qualitative methods might rely 

on different ontological and epistemological views, which then would prove to ask different 

questions about different phenomena if not embedded and combined thoughtfully (cf. 

Bryman 2012, 649). As mentioned in the description of this mixed methods design, its 

iterative set-up aimed at mutually validating the steps of data collection. Being aware of 

challenges concerning validity and reliability, all three methodological approaches 

presented have been thoroughly planned and conducted according to the principles 

introduced at the beginning of this chapter, namely transparency, and reflexivity. Here 

again, the quality of the research is ensured by being transparent about all the steps involved, 

                                                 
19 cf. https://slks.dk/omraader/kulturinstitutioner/museer/fakta-om-museerne/statsanerkendte-museer/ (last 
accessed 01/08/2019) 
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about the process as well as the material. Every aspect of finding more data to be able to 

answer the research question has been explained in both the methodology chapter, as well 

as the articles.  

Reliability pertains to the consistency and trustworthiness of research findings; it is often 

treated in relation to the issue of whether a finding is reproducible at other times and by 

other researchers. For instance, reliability could be affected if the interview subjects will 

change their answers during an interview or if they will give different replies to different 

interviewers. Reliability might be easier to prove when treating statistical data, or at least the 

idea of quantitative methodologies relies more on reliability, as it pertains to stability, 

internal reliability, and inter-observer consistency (Bryman 2012, 169). Thus, those 

principles were implemented into the quantitative data analysis. Further, to measure 

statistical relationships, correlations that were analysed - in this case between website visit 

numbers and visitor numbers to the museums - a coefficient of determination & Pearson 

correlation coefficient was calculated.    

Questions of validity refer to measurement validity, meaning whether a certain measure 

(i.e., visitor numbers) really measure, for example, the concept of a museum’s popularity. 

As this simple example shows, even statistics about attendance can be disputed, as a recent 

discussion about visitor statistics to Danish museums has shown (cf. Benner 2017). Since 

my questionnaire asks these statistical questions about visitor and user numbers, I avoided 

to use them without context. A further discussion about introducing statistical data about 

digital usage will follow in the next section. That is why introducing the data collected 

through the interviews proved to be very important since they could add to the transparency 

of such success indicators.  

 

Normativity in evaluative research 
Conducting a survey on the state of digital museum practice is not free of normativity, even 

when the research intent is to collect evidence for experiences and context. As pointed out 

in the earlier section on constructivism, the research subjects are all actively constructing 

their and the museums’ realities, which are interconnected with expectations presented by 

cultural politics, between museums, and projected onto the implied audience.  

Moreover, the literature review on quantitative surveys on this topic (in article two) 

revealed that such surveys often approach the research with a normative view on digital 

technologies as something that is expected to exist and be successful. Those surveys are by 



Chapter Three: Methodology 

93 
 

far most often funded and commissioned by public cultural political agencies, which seek 

to either legitimize their agendas or see what impact a specific measure has had (cf. Belfiore 

and Bennett 2010; Villaespesa 2016). This normativity was also detected in Danish surveys, 

and the interviews with museum professionals have shown an awareness about the ‘ought’ 

(Parry 2013) to offer digital mediation. So, when asking into this topic, a researcher cannot 

expect to be perceived as completely objective. On the other hand, one of the interviewees 

pointed out the difficult imbalance between digital being considered ‘a must’ yet a lack of 

common standards by which museums could make their efforts visible, comparable to such 

variables as visitor numbers, which prevails to be the most common statistic to demonstrate 

a museum’s value to society.20 

The difficulty the researcher faces is about balancing a realistic view on digital 

technologies: not feeding into techno-centric discourses while still asking in-depth about 

technologies. Yet at the same time, the researcher needs to reflect upon the omnipresent 

cultural political rhetoric of (economic) growth and innovation, which will be presented in 

article one.  

After some desk research, conducting the interviews and focus group revealed that a 

systematic evaluation practice cannot be expected from the museums, a new set of 

indicators for the state of digital museum mediation had to be created. The questionnaire 

actually included a question about the ‘amount of digital projects’ (as used in the Danish 

museum survey Danske museer i tal as an indicator for progress) for the sake of 

comparison. But as the museum’s responses in the free-text box showed, the reality of 

digital production at museums is more complex, and digital by far not restricted to 

independent projects that are produced independently of exhibitions or renovations.  

 

Research limitations 

As this is not a longitudinal study, it was able to show the state of art in 2018, however, did 

not track developments. A longitudinal study can be of added value since both the cultural 

and technological sector are in constant development. The British survey ‘Digital Culture’ 

(Nesta and ACE 2017) study, for example, was able to track changes in attitudes and 

technological trends over the course of five years (2013-2017). The three-year frame of my 

PhD-project did not allow to conduct such research. Hence, my research and its findings 

                                                 
20 This point will be discussed further in chapter five as part of the overall reflections on this research.  
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can be considered a snapshot of the state of the art between 2016 and 2019. Taking into 

consideration the previous findings, one can, however, make assumptions about 

correlations and future developments. Thus, the study’s findings are based on found 

longitudinal data, and made relevant, contextualized, and situated within the state of the art 

with up-to-date made data.   

As described, the primary material for the initial mapping was provided by the Agency 

for Palaces and Culture in the form of applications and reports. The original analysis plan 

included material from private foundations about the projects they had supported. Private 

foundations have in recent years become a growing source of funding in the cultural sector 

in Denmark (Marker and Rasmussen 2019), and big trend-setting projects such as ‘SMK 

Digital’ and ‘SMK Open’ have been prominently financed by the Nordea Foundation. 

Thus, material about those privately funded projects could have provided additional 

information on more recent as well as bigger projects spanning over several years. However, 

the material was not publically available, and after having contacted one foundation, it 

became clear that sharing their material was not prioritized. Having already collected those 

roughly 120 documents from publicly funded projects, I therefore decided to focus on the 

cultural political development. Questions about funding through private foundations were 

included in both the survey as well as interviews with museum professionals. 

One minor restriction worth discussing is the researcher’s mother tongue, for it is not 

Danish. Being aware of the researcher’s position within the field of research, it was, 

however, not considered a significant disadvantage for conducting interviews. The interview 

partners were informed beforehand that they would indicate in case there was a 

misunderstanding. That was however not the case, and interviews were all prepared in 

advance so that the questions had been roughly formulated and proof-read before the 

interviews. One possible positive effect this ‘outsider’ position could have had, was that 

interview partners naturally felt more that they had to explain circumstances in detail since 

they could not presuppose an insider knowledge.  

Research ethical considerations 

The EU General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR) was implemented mid-way through 

this project’s period and mainly affected the processing of personal data in research. As 

mentioned, 66 museums filled out the questionnaires including names, e-mail addresses 

and information about their work. Seven interviewees also shared some personal data, 

which was handled with care and in accordance with the new and former Danish Data 
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Protection Act (Databeskyttelsesloven) regulations. The research data was reported to the 

Faculty of Humanities, which approved the processing of personal data in connection with 

my PhD project. 

All interview partners gave their permission for their transcribed interviews to be used 

for research, and quotes to be used in this dissertation, as well as for the third article. The 

quotes used in the article were sent to the interviewees for review and final permission. 
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4| 
ARTICLE OVERVIEW AND INTRODUCTION 

 

 

Table 4. Overview: Articles embedded in this dissertation. 

‘In between cultural political rationales: the Implementation of publicly 
funded digital Museum Initiatives in Denmark’ (2019). 
 
English version of the book chapter to be published in the forthcoming 
Our Museum Anthology. Based on the article  
Myrczik, Eva (2018) ‘Cultivating digital mediation: The implementation of 

publicly funded digital museum initiatives in Denmark’, in 
International Journal of Cultural Policy. (in appendix 3) 

 

Article I 

 

‘Digital realities: findings from a survey on digital museum mediation 
practice in Denmark’ (2019). 
 
Submitted (22/04/2019) and currently being revised for publication at 
Museum Management and Curatorship. 
 

Article II 

‘From pioneers to professionals? Constructing digital skill- and mind-sets 
in Danish museums’ (2019). 
 
Submitted (10/07/2019) and under review at Digital Humanities 
Quarterly. 
 

Article III 

‘Paradigm for practice? Exploring the plethora of digital participatory 
activities in museums’ (2017). 
 
Unpublished. Edited version of essay submitted to the PhD course 
‘Culture, media, participation’ organized by the Department of 
Information Science and Media Studies, University of Bergen. 

Article IV 

 

In total four original articles are part of this dissertation, of which I submitted three to peer-

reviewed international academic journals. The first article was moreover revised into a book 
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chapter, adding an analytical focus on the field of tension between the cultural political 

rationales of enlightenment versus entertainment. The book chapter was then translated 

into Danish and will be published as part of the research project Our Museum’s museo-

historical anthology. The English version of the book chapter is embedded in this 

dissertation. The logic of writing separate articles was guided by the mixed methods 

research design, analyzing and presenting the findings from each data collection step 

individually for the first two and then gradually combining and embedding the data analysis 

in the third article.  

Moreover, I have chosen to include an article I originally drafted as an essay for a PhD 

course on the topic of digital participatory practices. In this case, I used the opportunity to 

delve deeper into the ‘participation paradigm’ (Livingstone 2013). It is the only text in this 

chapter that I have not submitted for publication. Due to its format comprising a coherent, 

self-contained analysis, I found it most fitting to present the article in this chapter.  

 

I 

Article one lies the groundwork to the analytical exploration, as it covers a historical review 

of museo-technological development, of cultural-political agenda-setting, and of 

expectations connected to the implementation thereof. It crystalizes cultural political 

intentions that on a larger scale seek to catalyze innovation in the cultural sector. 

Throughout the twenty years that are covered in this article, different outcomes are 

sought to be met through different types of digital technologies. Roughly summarized, those 

overall outcomes are: 1) knowledge-sharing by digitizing collections and offering websites 

2) visitor experience through interactive, and gradually more personalized technologies and 

3) participation via web 2.0 and online communication, as well as user-participation in the 

project development phase. The analysis of the funding applications shows a disconnect 

between those intentions and the strategies applied, also in regards to target groups. 

Enlightenment appears to be the predominant rationale of state-supported mediation, yet 

with the idea that entertainment (in the form of digital mediation) can act as a catalyst to 

achieve that goal. 
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II 

Article two presents findings from the nationwide web questionnaire among sixty-six Danish 

state-subsidized museums, exploring the practice, digital technologies and activities, and 

perceived outcomes of digital museum mediation in Denmark. As the literature review has 

shown, a normative view towards digital mediation’s possibilities still prevails. After more 

than twenty years of digital museum practice, the article looks at what is there, how it is 

evaluated, and how that matches with the normative agenda-setting of desired outcomes 

considering areas such as knowledge sharing, visitor experience, and participation. The 

analysis looks at the state-subsidized museums overall, avoiding an anecdote-driven 

narrative. The article seeks to find an answer to the simple question: What is it we are 

actually talking about when we talk about digital museum mediation? The collected data 

help illustrate a varied landscape – which, however, can show specific trends and patterns 

that museums have in common.  

Museums attribute most positive impact to digital mediation in the sense of reach and 

communication. Differences in values can be found between museum narratives, for 

instance, prioritizing digital mediation either as a communication channel (predominantly 

in art museums) or as a medium to carry atmosphere and narratives (predominantly in 

cultural history museums). 

 

III 

Article three combines insights from interviews and the web survey and looks deeper into 

the influential factors that constitute digital museum practice. Interviews with museum 

professionals shed light on the role of technologies in museums, as well as the development 

that the field has undergone. In roughly 25 years, professionalization is a constant 

development in an area where change and uncertainty seem to be prevalent. Concepts such 

as digital literacy and skills, and digital mindsets are discussed, and institutional factors such 

as the distribution of digital within an organization are explored with examples from the 

interviews. 

Findings from the nationwide survey illustrate digital skills and confidence among 

communication-related areas, yet a relatively restricted distribution of technical specialist 

skills required to produce, manage, and sustain digital mediation activities in-house. 
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Challenges are related to a demand in a growing number of competencies related to the 

strategies, development, and sustainability of working with digital mediation. 

 

IV 

Article four uses cases from the mapping in order to explore in which ways participation is 

and was sought to be facilitated by digital mediation in Danish museums. The form of the 

essay afforded an explorative approach to the term and concept of ‘participation’, which in 

2017 remained to be a paradigm both in academia as well as in museum practice (via 

cultural policy). The essay seeks to fulfill two main objectives: one is to explore and extend 

the concept of participation, to include various platforms, actors, and projects, in order to 

find a common ‘digital’ thread to ways of mediating and facilitating participation. 

Secondly, a frame analysis based on Jenny Kidd’s exploration of digital museum 

engagement on social media in the UK (2011) was conducted, using examples from Danish 

museum practice. Weaving different examples of digital participation together, I discuss 

and draw a picture of the various influences, activities, and actors involved in such practices. 

As such, the aim is to collect accounts from practice and draft a classification of types of 

digital participatory museum mediation in Denmark. Questions discussed revolve around 

authority, agency, different layers of participatory practices, as well as what can be 

considered successful in this context? This final article opens up to the discussion of the 

dissertation’s overall analysis and conclusion.  

 

These individual analyses firstly contribute to the understanding of the historical 

perspective, which is intertwined with cultural political rationales and agenda-setting. The 

articles also present the current state of what digital museum practice entails – who works 

with digital mediation at Danish museums, and to what ends do they make use of the 

diverse forms of communication, digitized heritage, and interactions? Another part of the 

analysis describes the institutional circumstances of working with digital mediation at 

Danish museums.  

The subsequent chapter five will weave those threads of analysis together in order to 

find answers to the research question. Having chosen the approach of empirical evidence 

first and theory second, I have thus far avoided using a pre-defined theoretical framework 

for the analysis of the gathered material. This approach was due to several factors, which I 
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have mentioned in the previous chapters, namely lack of appropriate holistic theoretical 

foundations in the rather young field of digital heritage studies, the dominance of anecdotal 

accounts, and lack of actual general overview of the state of practice. The following chapter 

will go one step further than the articles, in that it applies analytical points of view and 

presents the concepts that have crystalized through the analytical steps presented in the 

articles.
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ARTICLE I 
 

CULTIVATING DIGITAL MUSEUM MEDIATION BETWEEN CULTURAL 
POLITICAL RATIONALES IN DENMARK 

 

 

 

The aim of this chapter is to review and reflect on the factors defining the 
expected benefits that have influenced the implementation of digital 
mediation initiatives in publicly funded museums over the course of the last 
20 years until 2016. The expectations directed towards digital museum 
mediation are established by taking a closer look at Danish cultural policy 
implementation and socio-technological development. Examples from a 
review of cultural policy documents, funding applications and reports, 
supplemented by articles from a museum practice journal illustrate trends 
and developments in digital museum mediation.  

This chapter identifies the development of digital museum mediation in three 
phases, from providing access to digitized cultural heritage to more user-
oriented communication strategies such as personalization and participation. 
The analysis shows that the adoption of digital mediation in institutions is part 
of a higher strategy where technological development acts as a catalyst for 
innovation in the cultural sector, navigating between cultural political 
rationales such as enlightenment and experience.  
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Introduction 
Denmark’s cultural policy makes a dedicated effort to support both the digitization and 
digital mediation of cultural heritage, based on the general museum ethos of serving the 
public, catalysed by a growing focus on museum mediation as one of the five pillars of 
museum missions.21 This agenda has been promoted through laws, publications, strategies, 
studies and financial support. Recently, research on the implementation of those directives 
has identified a trend towards the prioritization of such digital initiatives, resulting in a 
general trend towards the digitization of mediation itself.22 For some years now the role of 
culture has shifted towards a more instrumental purpose so that both institutions and the 
government are expected to be able to demonstrate the value of culture and its impact on 
society.23 As the majority of Danish museums receive funding from the government, a 
regular application practice for sponsorship is part of the museums’ daily work, which is 
connected to a need for accountability in explaining the alignment of institutional and - in 
this case - educational goals with the (potential) funders. 

Although the Danish Ministry of Culture’s strategies are characterized by a normative 
approach to digital mediation, implying an ideal way of a digital experience, or what Rudloff 
calls ‘the good digital experience’,24 a paucity in actual research on the topic existed during 
the first years of the public funding’s intense phase, as is disclosed in the strategy paper 
Udredning om museernes formidling (Memorandum on the museums’ mediation): 

 
The internet contains an obvious potential to mediate experiences and knowledge 
about cultural heritage that museums still can use to a much greater extent than they 
do today. Yet, there are no Danish studies in the museum field on the users’ 
experience and outcomes of the museums’ digital mediation.2526 

This quote shows clearly how certain expectations to what technology can contribute to the 
museum world were not based on specific research until then, but the attribution of certain 
potentials seems to have been developed without previous investigation. This approach 
raises the question on what basis these digital initiatives were implemented, especially what 
expected outcomes were suggested by the production stakeholders, such as museum 
institutions and public bodies responsible for distributing funding, namely the Agency for 
Palaces and Culture (Slots- og Kulturstyrelsen).27 

                                                 
21 Dam Christensen, “Hvad er et museum? Den danske museumslov mellem teori og praksis”, Papers for 
the Third Nordic Conference on Cultural Policy Research (Bø i Telemark: Høgskolen i Telemark, 2007). 
22 Valtysson, “From Policy to Platform: The Digitization of Danish Cultural Heritage”, International Journal 
of Cultural Policy, 5 (2015), 1-17; Rudloff, “Formidlingsbegrebets digitalisering i Danmark: Diskursive 
implikationer og praktiske konsekvenser”, Nordisk Museologi 2 (2014), 21-36. 
23 Geoffrey Crossick og Patrycja Kaszynska, Understanding the Value of Arts & Culture The AHRC 
Cultural Value Project (Wiltshire: Arts and Humanities Research Council, 2016); John Holden Capturing 
Cultural Value: How Culture Has Become a Tool of Government Policy (London: DEMOS, 2004); Carol 
Scott, “Museums, the Public, and Public Value”, The Journal of Museum Education 35, no. 1 (2010), 33-
42. 
24 Rudloff, “Formidlingsbegrebets Digitalisering i Danmark” 28. 
25 Udredning om museernes formidling (København: Kulturministeriet, 2006). 
26 All the quotes in this article have been translated by the author. 
27 Formerly Kulturstyrelsen (2012-2016) and Kulturarvsstyrelsen (2002-2012). 
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Background 
A study on the impact of different models of cultural policy has demonstrated that ‘the 
mode of governance and the mode of funding do prove decisive in terms of technological 
innovation.’28 In her study on the history of digitization of Dutch museum collections, 
Navarrete29 links the slow rate of digitization of collections in museums to national policies 
focusing on innovation rather than organizational change or skills development. The study 
identifies three forms of government financing: digitization programs, coordinating heritage 
organizations, and lastly grant projects. The latter is the subject of this article. She concludes 
that 

Becoming digital, or being able to work with the digital tools across all core activities, 
appears to require a deep organizational transformation not always supported by 
digitization financing schemes (ibid., 167). 

Previous research on design processes as part of realizing digital mediation projects has 
detected ‘a gap between what practitioners view as necessary to secure funding and what 
they view as necessary for designing meaningful digital museum communication’,30 
indicating that initial phases of such design processes may be characterized by technological 
determinism. This study points out that certain expectations of public funding play a role 
in supporting ‘activities of practicing technology infatuation and hype creation’.31  

 After the Memorandum on the Museums’ Mediation in 2006, several nationwide 
quantitative studies were introduced by the Agency for Culture and Palaces. The findings 
from these surveys show that by 2010, all state-subsidized museums had a website, thus 
websites being the most common platform for digital mediation. On average, every 
museum produces at least one digital mediation project, yet numbers differ significantly 
from museum to museum. The actual amount of digital projects offered and produced 
depends significantly on the size of the museum (based on revenues) - the bigger the 
museum, the more mediation projects they produce.32  

Similarly, more recent studies from the UK, such as the annual Digital Culture surveys33 
that investigate the role and impact of digital technology for arts and cultural organisations, 
have found an important link between experimentation with digital projects and their actual 
positive impact:  

                                                 
28 Eva Vicente, Carmen Camarero og María José Garrido, “Insights into Innovation in European Museums: 
The Impact of Cultural Policy and Museum Characteristics”, Public Management Review 14, no. 5 (2012), 
674. 
29 Navarrete, “Becoming Digital”, 167. 
30 Anne Rørbæk Olesen, “For the Sake of Technology? The Role of Technology Views in Funding and 
Designing Digital Museum Communication”, Museum Management and Curatorship 31, no. 3 (2016), 283. 
31 Olesen, ”For the Sake of technology?”, 293. 
32 Danske Museer i Tal (2010), 29. The definition of digital projects here was: ‘projects where the museum 
has supplemented the physical exhibitions with separate, independent mediation initiatives on the Internet, 
local networks, mobile phones or other digital platforms’. 
33 Nesta, Digital Culture: 2017 (London: Arts Council England, 2017) 
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(…) organisations that say they experiment or take risks with digital technology (30 
per cent of the sample) are more likely to engage in complex activities and report 
higher levels of positive impact’ (ibid. 2017). 

The aim of this article is to review and reflect on the factors defining the expected benefits 
that have influenced the implementation of digital mediation initiatives in publicly funded 
museums over the course of the last 20 years. The focus in this analysis will be on the 
mediation strategies that are employed in different digital mediation projects to seek a 
conclusion on how digital technologies are expected to contribute to the different 
envisioned goals set by Danish cultural policy. These strategies and goals are contextualised 
with the general socio-technological development of digital museum projects, showing up 
the inherent potentials and challenges of digital media and at whom they are directed.  This 
paper adds to the previous research with an empirical study of more than one hundred 
publicly funded digital museum projects, contextualized and informed by a review of the 
Danish museum practice journal Danske Museer. 

Theoretical and methodological approach 
This study is informed by an initial literature review covering state-of-the-art research on 
digital museum mediation and cultural policy. Establishing a broader contextualization, 
theoretical and analytical frameworks about cultural policy and cultural mediation are 
applied to the empirical findings of this research.  

In her text ‘why cultural policy?’ Dorte Skot-Hansen defines four rationales for cultural 
policy: Enlightenment, Empowerment, Economic growth, and Entertainment.34                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                              
Defining those four rationales serves as an analysis tool to understand the legitimizations 
that underlie cultural-political strategies. They are at the same time the most common 
general goals that are sought to be achieved through cultural policy agenda setting. Apart 
from social change and economic growth, the two rationales of interest for this analysis are 
enlightenment and experience. Those two concepts have been previously used as 
somewhat contrary poles to describe museum practice and exhibitions.35 But according to 
the model used in this article, those rationales are not exclusive, but rather supplement each 
other in an effort to meet multiple goals at once. 

I use the concept of cultural mediation strategies36 as an analysis framework to 
categorize the prevailing expectations of digital projects over time. This categorization helps 
clarify the overall educational goals that stakeholders try to achieve by introducing digital 
means of mediating cultural heritage or other types of content they wish to communicate 
and serves as a tool to detect trends over time.  

                                                 
34 Dorte Skot-Hansen, Byen som scene. Kultur- og byplanlægning i oplevlesessamfundet (København: 
Bibliotekarforbundet, 2007).   
35 Floris and Vasström, På museum, -mellem oplevelse og oplysning (Frederiksberg: Roskilde 
universitetsforlag, 1999). 
36 Casper Hvenegaard Rasmussen, Formidlingsstrategier: en grundbog om kulturinstitutioners formidling 
(Frederiksberg: Samfundslitteratur, 2016). 
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Departing from general communication models that make distinctions between the 
roles and intentions of the sender, message, and receiver, Hvenegaard Rasmussen describes 
four strategies of cultural mediation:  Sender-based, receiver-oriented (either rooted in 
sociological or market-oriented thinking) and participatory mediation. This model is a 
useful tool to highlight the different stakeholders, their aims and the underlying strategies 
and assumptions about cultural mediation, based on the historical development within the 
arena of cultural mediation in Denmark. Its straightforward yet comprehensive approach 
to cultural mediation enables a comparative analysis on the general macro level and thereby 
highlights the essential characteristics and influences of this form of cultural mediation, not 
focusing on the technological characteristics, but highlighting the general, human-centric 
traits of the digital projects.   

The analysis and discussion will moreover be informed by an analytical model 
describing a ‘continuum of technology conceptualizations’, to understand ‘how different 
technology views are practiced in the context of designing digital museum 
communication’37. Consequently, this approach is guided by two opposing poles of views 
about digital potentials: techno-centrism and human-centrism.  

The methodological approach to this topic consists of a review and analysis of rich 
materials covering both cultural political and museum practice perspectives: in the form of 
official strategies, laws, and contracts, as well as museum applications, reports, and 
magazine articles. These materials give insight into the goals and expectations that both 
museums and the Danish Ministry of Culture formulate for digital initiatives, as well as the 
actual implementation thereof.  

The analytical perspective is firstly cultural political and secondly institutional. Hence, 
the two main points of interest focus on the cultural-political rationales sought to be met, as 
well as the cultural mediation strategies applied via digital mediation. General cultural 
political publications provide contextual information about the overall agenda, whereas the 
main museums’ contracts help to illustrate the implementation thereof. The 
aforementioned documents are analysed and recurring concepts regarding mediation 
strategies, technological development, and expectations were identified as part of content 
analysis.38 

In total, this analysis contains nearly one hundred and twenty digital museum mediation 
projects that were supported by the Ministry of Culture’s funds and managed by the Agency 
for Palaces and Culture. The forms for the reports for funded projects include certain 
guiding questions concerning the technological implementation, initial aims, and outcomes 
of the mediation initiatives. Depending on the pool, the questions differ slightly, yet both 
contain these categories in order to be able to facilitate knowledge sharing.  

                                                 
37 Olesen, “For the Sake of Technology?,” 292. 
38 Philipp Mayring, “Qualitative Content Analysis”, Forum Qualitative Sozialforschung / Forum: Qualitative 
Social Research 1, no. 2 (2000), and Juliet Corbin and Anselm Strauss, Basics of Qualitative Research, 
Techniques and Procedures for Developing Grounded Theory (Los Angeles: SAGE, 2015). 
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The analysed material consists of the documents presented in the following table. 

Table 1. Analysed material. 

Perspective Documents 
Cultural 
policy 

x Publications by the Danish Ministry of Culture and the Agency for 
Culture and Palaces (e.g., IT political action plan (1995), The 
Memorandum on the Museums’ Mediation (2006)) 

x Contracts of the main museums (rammeaftaler, previously 
resultatkontrakter), and application guidelines and requirements 
for the pools 

Museum 
practice 

x 117 applications and reports of digital projects managed by the 
Agency for Culture and Palaces, part of the two following pools: 

x Kulturnet Danmark pool (1996-2009) 
x Mediation Pool 1 as part of  the Ministry of Culture’s 

Memorandum on the museums’ mediation (2007-2013) 

x The Danish museum practice journal Danske Museer (issues 
from 1990 until 2016) 

 

Thus, the parts of these reports regarding the project aims and form of mediation form 
the focal points of the content analysis. As for indicators, expected benefits, target groups 
and technologies were collected and compared.  

The official documents that were part of those pools contain a description of the 
requirements for applications to be accepted. The museums’ applications and project 
reports include descriptions of what the (successful) applicants considered the goals and 
uses of their investments. The analysed projects have a comparable distribution regarding 
museum types as the entire Danish state-subsidized museums: the majority (70%) belong 
to the category cultural history museums. Hence, this sample can be considered 
generalizable in regards to the three different museum types (art, natural history and cultural 
history).  

The journal Danske Museer describes itself as the museums’ voice in the public debate, 
reporting about developments in the Danish museum world. In this analysis, it supplements 
the cultural-political analysis with a museum-practice perspective on the trends and related 
expectations towards digital technologies in general, including articles from 1990 until 2016.  

 
Analysis 
This following section contains the synthesis and analysis of the gathered material, which 
combines different perspectives (cultural policy and museum practice) on the development 
and expectations towards digital museum mediation in Denmark throughout seventeen 
years of direct public funding for digital projects (1996-2013). Additionally, the 
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development will be traced and put into a broader context with relevant articles from the 
journal Danske Museer between 1990-2016. 

The first two parts describe the cultural-political perspective by looking at the criteria 
that were set through directives and contract agreements, respectively. In the third part, the 
focus will be on the museum perspective, highlighting both the development of and the 
expectations directed towards digital museum mediation projects through pool applications 
and journal articles.  

Criteria for the successful funding of projects 

The applications and reports analysed belong to two different cultural-political initiatives: 
One is Kulturnet Danmark, which specialized in digital cultural mediation (note: the pool 
itself is not exclusively for museums, but all cultural institutions). The other grant is the 
Mediation pool 1 – one out of five pools that originated from the 2006 Memorandum on 
the Museums’ Mediation. The focus was thus not specifically on digital mediation, but on 
the development of museum mediation in all forms. Therefore, although there is a general 
resemblance in goals, the aims formulated and criteria to get projects funded are different 
from each other, as the following examples show. 

Kulturnet Danmark takes its starting point in digitized cultural heritage materials and 
supports the development of digital heritage mediation by different cultural institutions. A 
successful project application must be able to fulfil the following main goal: ‘The project 
should contain one or more significantly experimental and/or innovative mediation layers 
that add an extra dimension to accessible-made material’ (Kulturnet Danmark, Ministry of 
Culture 2002). Hence, the digitized cultural heritage is at the centre of interest, and the task 
is to make it not only available but to add something else on top of the material with the 
help of Internet-based technologies. 

Further requirements concern project-internal details: projects must have a defined 
time frame, target group, and evaluation which must be shared with other institutions for 
knowledge sharing. Between 1996 and 2009, Kulturnet Danmark funded 65 what they 
describe as ‘innovative digital’ projects.  

The Mediation pool focuses on innovative, user-centred mediation in general, as well 
as attracting new user groups and younger visitors (between 15-30 years old). This pool was 
based on a revised idea of mediation, namely museum mediation as ‘mutual project 
between the audience and museum’39. ‘The purpose of the pool is to develop the mediation 
of art, cultural and natural heritage that creates a quality boost for museum visitors and 
focuses on new user groups’. There is no specific focus on digital mediation, as the only 
mention of digital is the requirement that projects shall ‘combine the mediation in the 
museum’s physical space with digital platforms’40. However, between 2006 and 2013, 

                                                 
39 Udredning om museernes formidling, 10. 
40 Vejledning om ansøgninger til formidlingspuljerne under Kulturministeriets Formidlingsplan (København: 
Kulturarvsstyrelsen, 2009). 



Article One: Cultivating Digital Museum Mediation between Cultural Political Rationales in Denmark 

108 
 

altogether more than 50 projects that focused on digital mediation were funded as part of 
the Mediation pool.  

Considering both initiatives’ requirements, the term innovation stands out in the 
context of setting cultural policy agendas: the application guidelines are aimed at change, 
concerning both museum management practice and the visitor experience, supporting the 
finding that public funding for technological initiatives supports the internal and external 
work of museums41. Whereas Kulturnet Danmark focuses on technological innovation 
directed at the user as visitor only, the Mediation Pool is more broadly defined, and thus 
also includes suggestions such as ‘the project should be based on end-user participation 
during the project’s development phase’, and ‘the project uses regin-tools’, the Agency’s 
central registration system managed by the Agency itself. From the instructions formulated 
for the successful funding of mediation projects as part of public funds, it becomes clear 
that the pools also seek to promote innovative development in the culture sector, 
supporting a positive, experimental approach to (digital) mediation, thereby being a means 
in an instrumental logic that supports economic growth.  

The criteria described are however not very specific and what exactly is meant by 
‘digital’ and ‘innovative’ is not clearly defined. Keeping in mind that the two pools analysed 
here stem from two different periods, concurring with socio-technological changes 
characterized by a shift in attention towards the visitors, they can thus be said to have been 
influenced by two different cultural mediation strategies. Yet, both have in common that 
they portray ‘digital’ as an extra layer, some sort of add-on to the ‘original’ cultural 
mediation experience. 

Setting targets: contract agreements as guidelines for best (digital) practice 

The contract agreements between the Ministry of Culture and Denmark’s main state-owned 
museums shed light on the instrumental goals and missions that are set for Denmark’s 
cultural heritage (which consists of both cultural and natural heritage). The three main 
museums (National Gallery, Natural History Museum and National Museum) have 
different roles in Denmark’s museum sector, according to which the National Gallery 
(Statens Museum for Kunst, SMK) has been named the main expert in digital mediation: 
‘The museum possesses professional expertise and offers consultation on digital mediation 
and digital museum practice’ 42. The museum has in the five-year-phase ‘SMK digital’ 
(funded by the private foundation Nordea) been able to adopt and experiment with many 
different digital platforms and media (2008-2013). It is not surprising then that the museum 
has achieved a special status and recognition on an international level. We can thus see how 
Danish cultural policy has picked ‘digital’ efforts as a priority by strategically selecting one 
main museum that has the role of being a first-mover, who has the obligation to share the 
experience and knowledge collected. 

                                                 
41 Vicente and Garrido, “Insights into Innovation in European Museums”. 
42 Hovedmuseernes rolle i forhold til de øvrige statslige og statsanerkendte museer (København: Slots- og 
Kulturstyrelsen, 2015). 
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Consequently, the contracts include particular success criteria related to digital means 
of mediating the National Gallery’s collection. As part of their main tasks, the establishment 
of at least one web-exhibition on the website43, and later the editing and updating of their 
website and creating teaching materials, photos and videos available online44, develop the 
digital art-mediation45 are all part of the museum’s official contract with the Ministry of 
Culture. This example shows how digital mediation has been a big focus for many years, as 
well as how its character and requirements have changed over time. However, this 
prioritization might by now already have turned into a standardization, given that the current 
contract does not contain goals related to digital initiatives in particular, except it is 
mentioned in the museum’s strategy that the museum shall still be considered the ‘digital 
main museum’.46 

 As part of the success criteria for both the National Gallery’s and the National 
Museum’s annual reports, targets have been set to measure the number of ‘web visitors’ 
(hits, sessions and unique user). This category was first introduced in the 2012-2015 
contract by the National Museum and the 2014-2017 contract by the National Gallery as a 
general success indicator, however, had been a sub-goal as early as 2006 for the National 
Gallery. This category has been changed to ‘digital visits’ in the most recent contract by the 
National Gallery, in order to include more digital platforms (e.g., social media). The 
numbers that are to be achieved are raised every year, and are either getting closer to or 
even surpass the numbers of actual visitors to the museum (e.g., National Museum 1.7 
million visitors and 1.1 million website users in 2016). As an internationally renowned art 
gallery, SMK expects two million digital visitors (750.000 to their website) and 400.000 
actual visitors to the museum. A digital variable has thus already been introduced to be 
encompassed in the success criteria for national museums in Denmark and thus entered 
the basic management and goal achievement aspects of Danish museum institutions.   

 
Danish digital museum mediation in development 
The analysed issues of Danske Museer date back to 1990, where IT and the museum was 
discussed when the first types of electronic registration and documentation programs 
(under the category ‘EDB’, Electronic Data Processing) were mentioned as an in-house 
tool for museums. In 1996, attesting to the immense speed at which digital media, in 
general, were progressing, museums are described as ‘deliverers of content for the new 
means of communication’.47 Before that, and until now, it is important to remember that in 
order to document, preserve and share their collections, museums have the task to 
continuously register and digitize their collections.  

                                                 
43 Statens Museum for Kunst, Resultatkontrakt 2002-2005 (København: Statens Museum for Kunst, 2002). 
44 Statens Museum for Kunst, Resultatkontrakt 2006-2009. 
45 Statens Museum for Kunst, Rammeaftale 2010-2013. 
46 Statens Museum for Kunst, Rammeaftale 2014-2017, 12. 
47 Redaktionen, ”Infobox”, Danske Museer 2-3 (1996), 17. 



Article One: Cultivating Digital Museum Mediation between Cultural Political Rationales in Denmark 

110 
 

This analysis contains project descriptions from more than fifteen years of digital 
museum mediation initiatives and journal articles, thus it describes developments on 
different dimensions: time-wise, the development is quite linear and can be compared to 
the general development of mediation strategies as described by Hvenegaard Rasmussen 
(2016).  

In general, cultural mediation strategies have been defined by two major characteristics, 
which applied to museum mediation can be described as following: on the one hand, we 
have a museum-based mediation that focuses on mediating the collection and on the other 
hand we have the types of mediation that are visitor-oriented, focusing mainly on the 
visitors’ needs. This definition is extended by Hvenegaard Rasmussen to emphasize the 
recent importance of user participation and outreach. 

The following paragraphs describe the digital mediation development from the 
museums’ perspectives, focusing on the applications, reports, and journal articles. 

 

Phase 1: Making (digitized) cultural heritage accessible 
Especially in the first ten years (1996-2006), digital mediation strategies dominantly focus 
on the message, in this case, digitized cultural heritage, hereby enforcing the idea of 
enlightenment in which the authority acts as the bearer of information to the people. In the 
project applications, the target group is either not named at all, or generally called ‘the 
audience’, ‘the public’, ‘the user’, ‘the (ordinary) citizen’. Ideas about connecting Danish 
museums’ collections and databases electronically, and its potential for mediation purposes, 
are hypothesized early on. The strategic policy document IT political action plan , for 
instance, introduces plans regarding Kulturnet Danmark:  

Electronic cultural mediation shall complement and increase the spread of cultural 
experiences and its related knowledge. All cultural institutions shall join a connected 
cultural electronic network with access for citizens to electronic cultural services.48 

Having started the process of electronically documenting, registering and digitizing the 
cultural heritage itself and with a rising number of citizens with internet access, the potential 
of making the museums’ collections databases accessible online became more appealing. 
It was thus the museums’ task - as custodians of cultural heritage - to spread knowledge and 
create access to this public good.  

This trend started with the development of the first museum websites (from 1996 on), 
which had two main goals: to give public access to the institutions’ digital archives (both the 
digitized cultural heritage and metadata), and to communicate general information about 
the museums. One of the first websites making cultural heritage accessible as part of 
Kulturnet Danmark was Guder og Grave (Gods & Graves)49 by the National Museum. For 

                                                 
48 Fra vision til handling: info-samfundet år 2000: Redegørelse til Folketinget om “Info-samfundet år 2000” 
og IT-politisk handlingsplan 1995 (København: Videnskabsministeriet, 1995), 35. 
49 http://www.guderoggrave.dk. 
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many years, this one-way type of mediation was common and dominated the mediation of 
cultural heritage. Descriptions of remediation, such as when the National Museum’s first 
website was introduced as ‘first publication on the internet’50, highlight how although the 
technology was developed further, its affordances are still ‘remediated’ from the previous 
exhibition medium.  

This step in the development of technological progress is described as the ‘visitkort-
periode’51 (business card period) where the museum institutions use their presence on the 
www like a business card to share basic information such as about opening hours, thus 
fulfilling marketing-related goals. Similarly, some project reports from the late nineties 
contain descriptions of ‘virtual museums or exhibitions’, where the website works as 
remediation, or virtualisation of the physical exhibition space into the digital realm. This 
mediation strategy is thus in line with overall cultural-political goals: first, the museums’ 
collections were digitised; information about the items was collected and registered, then as 
a next step made accessible. Museums, however, describe some practical difficulty, 
especially in smaller museums, adapting to the new technology due to a lack of IT skills.  

Phase 2: Targeting the user experience 

With a shift in focus from the museum as the sole authority to the visitors and their needs, 
the applied mediation strategies open up and become much more pluralistic. Therefore, 
after an initial trend of making cultural heritage accessible through digital technologies, we 
see an individualization of museum mediation that takes the visitor’s background and needs 
into account. Still, the mode of communication is one way: from the museum to the visitor.  

From circa 2001 on, we find several projects that describe an orientation towards 
interactivity and user experience, introducing a pluralization of mediation practices, which 
now include the visitor perspective in addition to the focus on the message and the sender’s 
interests. The user experience that is envisaged to be facilitated by digital means is described 
inter alia as ‘interactive’, ‘intimate’, ‘aha experience’, ‘esthetic’, ‘in the user’s hand’, ‘unique’, 
‘create their own experience’, ‘new’ and ‘different’. 

We now find online games as a new addition to the digital cultural mediation provided 
by museums, trying to harness playful, creative and interactive types of affordances. User-
oriented online projects such as ZOOM52 (2001) or Vild med Willumsen (Crazy about 
Willumsen, 2004) were designed as playful platforms aimed at young audiences to interact 
with art from the museums’ collections actively. One of Kulturnet Danmark’s own projects, 
Soldaten i Baghaven (The soldier in the backyard, 2001), was developed in collaboration 
with all types of cultural memory institutions. In the project report, it is described as ‘an 

                                                 
50 Henrik Jarl Hansen og Vibe Ødegaard, ”Guder & Grave. Nationalmuseets pilotprojekt til Kulturnet 
Danmark”, Danske Museer 2 (1997) 16. 
51 Jørgen Burchardt, ”Museerne klar til kommunikation på Internettet”, Danske Museer 6 (1999), 35. 
52 http://www.zoomo.dk and http://www.vildmedwillumsen.dk. 
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interactive web story for children’, which served both to experiment with the format itself 
and to provide a game-like approach to cultural heritage for the younger audience. 

‘Digital’ is in this phase moreover expected to speak to the younger users – thereby 
targeting an underrepresented visitor group - reasoning that they are already familiar to 
(mobile and online) technologies and might even demand them. In these cases, what 
becomes obvious is that this expectation is related to the technology itself – not the content, 
or the message. In that instance, digital is expected to speak the language of a younger and 
underrepresented (non-)audience – with the main goal to attract and raise interest for the 
museums and their content/exhibitions/collections. This form of digital mediation with a 
set target group thus resembles a strategy of outreach. Moreover, this approach to use digital 
as a pull-factor to attract (new) audiences shows traces of marketing strategies as well. 

 ‘Digital’ is supposed to attract new users (who might not even be more defined than 
that they are new or ‘non-users’). In this case, too, the mediation content does not seem to 
be central to the outreach purpose. Underrepresented visitor groups are targeted, which is 
not only a trend in digital mediation strategies but moreover, a general trend that might 
have simple intended outcomes such as ‘attracting’ and ‘raising interest’, than actual learning 
or specific museum experience. 

Phase 3: Including and engaging: participation 

The next step in the visitor experience can be found in more recent project descriptions, 
taking engagement to the level of participation. The first projects that were identified as 
participatory started in 2004, where the focus was on including the citizens in, for example, 
writing their histories (e.g., Struers Museum’s online portal Byskriveren (The City 
Writer)53). By 2009, Kulturnet Danmark was phased out, so the Mediation pool, with its 
focus on the user and audience development became the main directive. However, we still 
find all mediation strategies at play, not exclusively focusing on the users, but depicting a 
varied view within museum practice about what needs to be communicated to whom and 
with what degree of reciprocity. In comparison to the first digital projects, it becomes clear 
that there is a much bigger focus on the reciprocal user experience. Buzzwords like user-
driven, participation, co-creation, and interactive experiences have entered the museums’ 
expectations of what the digital can contribute to their cultural mediation.   

Descriptions of such start appearing in 2007. The National Museum, for instance, 
describes how they, for example, create user profiles for historical figures on Facebook in 
order to engage younger audiences with a historical character and create a narrative as part 
of an ongoing exhibition at the museum. The examples from project descriptions about 
participation are still not as common as the ones based on a visitor-centred, but one-way 
type of mediation. Still, digital mediation is seen as a possible tool for participatory and 
engaging mediation processes, facilitating debate and discussion, which can also be 
connected to the physical space, supporting social interactions at the museum.   

                                                 
53 http://www.byskriveren.dk. 
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In 2010, a project including visitors in areas such as collection and curatorial practice 
was developed by Copenhagen’s Museum: VÆGGEN (The Wall).  VÆGGEN attracted 
a lot of interest due to its innovative approach of putting a digital (yet physical) installation 
in different parts of Copenhagen in order to reach out to all citizens who could contribute 
with their own digital material about the city and their personal (hi)stories.  

Another project that actively sought the contribution and collaboration from citizens 
was the participatory collection and mediation project Rockens Danmarkskort (the Rock 
Map of Denmark), where the museum Ragnarock had not been opened yet, but started 
involving people from outside the museum early on to collect stories and materials through 
digital communication on social media.  

With platforms such as blogs and social networks being explicit communication 
technologies, two-way communication can be facilitated more effortlessly. But as theses 
examples show, participation is also facilitated through various other technologically 
mediated activities. Those activities can be related to different parts of a museum’s work, 
such as acquisition, research, curatorial practice, and communication. So, in the examples 
from the project descriptions, we can find forms of participation in the sense that the 
audience is invited to partake in cultural activities, in some cases to be part of production 
and curation. The goal of these participative activities are not so much directed at 
citizenship or empowerment, but more a strategy to engage and include visitors and 
potential visitors with exhibitions, collections, and general museum practice.  The following 
figure shows an overview of the mentioned phases,which are characterised by ongoing 
technological development, in combination with a changing view of the museum’s 
relationship with the audience and cultural-political agenda. 

 

Figure 1. The three phases of digital museum mediation implementation. 
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Analysis summary 
This analysis approached the materials in a manner that aimed at showing the 
transformation that has been taking place in digital museum mediation. Throughout 
roughly twenty years, we have seen a development, which makes obvious that digital 
museum mediation cannot easily be defined to mean only one platform, or one form of 
content, and even less one tool to accomplish a certain goal. As digital mediation is clearly 
dependent on technical developments, it also steadily changes in character. Many project 
descriptions focus on one platform or type of medium, with a belief that it can be used as 
an efficient tool to mediate the museums’ collections or fulfil other audience development 
goals. 

For instance, when reaching out to newer and or younger audience groups, it is most 
often the technology or medium itself that is expected to cater to the users’ needs. The 
initial phase, characterized by technology infatuation and hype creation as suggested by 
Olesen54 can also be found in the applications. Moreover, the column in Danske Museer 
with the title digit@lt (later digitalt) is representative for this focus on technology 
developments, since it focused on reporting about the latest trends and developments in 
digital museum mediation, starting 2007. 

One of the first experiences with introducing a computer with an internet connection 
to the museum describes its obvious success with schoolchildren. However, the intended 
use of displaying the museum’s website did not match the visitors’ actual use, as they were 
more fascinated by the medium and access to the world wide web, than Guder & Grave.55 

Critical thoughts concerning the actual use and usability of the digital initiatives are only 
rarely uttered, which might be due to the nature of a museum journal such as Danske 
Museer that might preferably present examples of good practice rather than initiatives that 
do not work. In the rare cases that digital initiatives are discussed critically, it is from a 
practical, organizational perspective: high costs (both for the technologies, their 
maintenance and staff hours), requires attention and skills from staff, or might not be used 
by the visitors as intended by the museum. Referring to the lack of sustainability among the 
majority of projects, researcher Mikkel Thelle describes the outcome as a ‘digital project 
graveyard’.56 In fact, most of the projects that this article has presented to illustrate the 
different stages of funding periods, have been short-termed and are not part of the 
museums’ mediation anymore.  

The adoption of digital mediation seems to be closely connected to the institutions’ 
resources: bigger museums have more possibilities to keep up with technological 
development. This observation was also made in relation to the Kulturnet Danmark 

                                                 
54 Olesen, “For the Sake of Technology?”. 
55 Henrik Jarl Hansen og Vibe Ødegaard, ”Guder & Grave. Nationalmuseets pilotprojekt til Kulturnet 
Danmark”, Danske Museer 2 (1997) 17. 
56 Mikkel Thelle, “Mod en digital bæredygtighed”, i Anne Sophie Warberg Løssing, Jakob Hansen og 
Charlotte Hansen (red.), Digital museumsformidling i brugerperspektiv (København: Kulturarvsstyrelsen, 
2009), 107. 
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initiative, suggesting that only resourceful museums will be able to ‘fit through the eye of a 
needle at Kulturnet Danmark’,57 implying that only museums that already have some 
experience with digital mediation will be able to write successful applications, since they can 
afford to concentrate on additional projects. 

The effect of digital media on the visitor’s perception of the museum is also described 
as being negative: ‘If a museum acquires relatively expensive apps and programs for mobile 
devices without deliberating its potential, it can have a negative effect on the visitors’ view 
of the museum. It might be better to leave the technology behind’.58 It seems that after some 
years of experimenting and collecting experiences with digital projects, the impact on the 
visitor is also being considered – with the realization that offering possibly costly 
technologies without a strategy or awareness of its inherent potential might, in fact, have 
negative consequences.  

Concluding remarks 

This chapter traced an evolution that started with electronics registration and led to user-
oriented, participatory digital mediation of cultural heritage. Both public bodies and 
museum institutions have invested time and money into digitizing collections to find 
adequate ways of making this cultural heritage accessible through experimentation and the 
space for innovation. After that step, a change in the museum world was observed, where 
making accessible is not enough, and the audience becomes a new focus for both museum 
practitioners and scholars.  

Digital museum mediation: tools versus strategies 

While this chapter focuses specifically on the digital side of cultural mediation, the analysis 
of these projects shows that the digital cannot be separated easily from the general 
exhibition or mediation context of the museum. Often, the development of digital projects 
is not a goal in itself, but rather part of a new exhibition, an overarching mediation strategy, 
or seen as an additional source of information.  

By looking at the project descriptions through the lens of cultural mediation strategies, 
the intended uses for digital mediation by museums become clearer. There is, on one hand, 
a temporal development, which seems to be a smaller but parallel version to the general 
mediation trends. The development seems similar, having originated from the idea of giving 
access to collections to focusing more on visitor needs and involvement. The first ten years 
of digital museum mediation are predominantly characterized by websites that make the 
museums’ collections accessible, and that share important service information with the 
‘general public’. Although it could be assumed that the introduction and adoption of digital 
technologies as tools for mediation would mean a sudden modernizing shift, it seems that 

                                                 
57 Tine Seligman, ”Gi’ os nu arbejdsro! Kommentar til kulturministeriets rapport ”Udredning om 
museernes formidling” maj 2006”, Danske Museer 3 (2006), 24. 
58 Claus Gammelgaard og David Lynge Hein, ”Skal, skal ikke – Museer og formidling gennem smartphones 
og tablet”, Danske Museer 1 (2012), 30. 
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the visitor-activating and -including potential of digital technologies was not fully made use 
of until the introduction of personalized, mobile and web 2.0 technologies.  

Digital mediation, in this case, has no innate affordances per se, when the technology 
is used as a means to an end that either does not correspond or even opposes the qualities 
of the medium itself. The introduction and provision of certain media types is supposed to 
fulfil a certain pull factor, which attracts visitors that are either already familiar with the use 
or are imagined to be impressed by the museum’s innovative display of technologies. In 
that sense, the technology is used as some sort of entertainment-based marketing tool to 
modernize the museum’s image, deeming the content secondary. This instrumental use of 
digital technologies as a means to an end in itself, disconnected from a mediation strategy, 
is described in this example about a digital museum project: ‘The use of digital media is 
not innovative, but it is part of involving the younger target group’59.  

One exception that should be mentioned about museums’ mediation practice is that, 
although it is assumed to be a fundamental strategy to the daily work of a museum institution 
(as proposed by Hvenegaard Rasmussen’s framework), this study did not find expressions 
of visitor-oriented mediation that is based on a marketing approach. The goal in such is 
simple: reaching higher visitor numbers, and thus selling more tickets or other products 
that generate revenue. Museums’ digital communication strategies generally show traits of 
a mix of marketing and mediation60, thus it can be hard to separate one from another since 
one strategy might impact both goals. Strategies such as outreach might not only serve the 
educational mission of the museum by targeting underrepresented visitor groups, but also 
serve economic development in order to raise visitor numbers. As such, the strategy to 
adopt digital media as predominantly marketing tools was not easy to detect as part of this 
analysis. The author assumes that the nature of applications for public funding to some 
extent opposes marketing approaches since the aims of the public pools are related to 
normative, museum-internal educational goals. This normative, educational characteristic 
produces project descriptions that might omit commercial goals that are not in line with the 
official targets.  

A digital paradigm shift?   

The analysis has shown that certain trends in digital museum mediation have emerged over 
the years. Those trends concern organizational, technological, and mediational 
developments, which have all occurred within a short amount of time and together have 
caused the need to rethink certain assumptions about the role of experience and 
enlightenment in the context of museum mediation. 

                                                 
59 Tina Bech Nørregaard, ”Med plads til nye finurlige streger”, Danske Museer 2 (2013), 23. 
60 Jenny Kidd, “Enacting Engagement Online: Framing Social Media Use for the Museum”, Information 
Technology & People 24, 1 (2011); Nanna Holdgaard and Celia Ekelund Simonsen, “Attitudes towards 
and Conceptions of Digital Technologies and Media in Danish Museums”, MedieKultur 27, 50 (2011). 
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This analysis has further illustrated this multiplicity of ways of legitimization, supporting 
the underlying assumption in Skot-Hansen’s model of instrumental cultural political 
rationales, that includes the field of tension between individual rationales.  

In the overall strategies of the two pools described, we can find a heavy focus on the 
main goals of democratising the culture in the name of enlightenment by making digitized 
cultural heritage accessible for ‘everyone’, which in the later years of such pools also was 
accompanied by the wish to support cultural democracy, thus social change, by appealing 
to broader audiences. 

When Dorte Skot-Hansen in another text hypothesizes about a ‘digital paradigm 
shift’,61 it highlights the expectations that cultural policy and museum institutions have been 
displaying towards technological innovation: that it is the introduction of the technology 
itself that cultivates change in a rather traditional museum world.  We can see that especially 
in the first years the expectations, in general, were sought to be met merely by adopting and 
offering new technology, but not necessarily by changing the applied mediation strategy. 
Thus, the first half of the implementation phase of digital mediation was shaped by a 
predominantly techno-centric, deterministic approach. The new technologies were 
expected to serve as tools to solve some of the problems that had existed in culture 
institutions until then such as visitor demographics. The digital was commonly 
characterized as more interactive, accessible, and simply defined in opposition to the 
physical (as virtual), thus clearly highlighting its potential for entertainment. It was however 
not until the advent of more personalized, mobile media that museums started formulating 
cultural mediation strategies that focused on the visitor. The early cultivation of digital 
museum mediation is thus defined by the focus on the digital heritage itself and 
technological ways of mediating cultural heritage, which is closer to an idea of 
enlightenment.  

The 2006 Memorandum on the Museums’ Mediation introduced a more human-
centered way of thinking, focusing more on the recipient and their needs. This historical 
view on digital mediation illustrates very well that even within this short time span, digital 
mediation has undergone some changes and has had different foci that had its origins in 
developments in technology and cultural mediation, via cultural policies. 

Danish cultural policy and its implementation have since the 1980s been characterized 
by an instrumentalist New Public Management approach, where agencies such as the 
Agency for Culture and Palaces act as intermediaries between public institutions and the 
Ministry of Culture.  Danish cultural institutions are on the one hand strictly guided by the 
Ministry of Culture’s strategies, laws and funding, while leaving space to the individual 
museums to develop their own identities and implement the macro strategies in an 
individual way. Regulatory institutions like the Agency for Palaces and Culture work 
according to the arm’s length principle, offering guidelines and knowledge sharing in 

                                                 
61 Dorte Skot-Hansen, Museerne i den Danske oplevelsesøkonomi - når oplysning bliver en oplevelse 
(Frederiksberg: Imagine, 2008), 15 
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networks, yet leaving space for individual development. In this sense, this type of agenda 
setting is related to forms of control, since only such projects will be funded that match the 
pool’s guidelines. There is a certain agreement on what ‘good digital practice’ includes.  

One could thus say that this dedicated cultural-political effort to finance digital projects 
led to a higher implementation rate and therefore also a greater chance to achieve positive 
impact through experimentation when seen from a long-term perspective. This assumption 
builds on the findings from the Digital Culture studies62 that indicate a correlation between 
organizational experimentation and satisfaction with digital initiatives. 

This support of digital initiatives by cultural agencies, however, also comes along with 
a certain control over this development, since certain political agendas might contribute to 
a certain framing of the criteria for funding. Since this analysis only focused on the projects 
that were accepted for funding by the pools, it is hard to trace, how much of an impact such 
agendas had. Yet, critical comments in the museum journal Danske Museer about 
problems for smaller museums to able to receive funding might indicate a top-down policy, 
which is not able to seize bottom-up initiatives adequately.  

This article set out to trace cultural-political initiatives aimed at supporting the 
development of digital cultural mediation in order to highlight the framing of expectations 
directed towards the implementation of such digital initiatives, focusing on the general 
cultural mediation strategies. 

The analysis sought to demonstrate the museum practice side as expressed in project 
applications and a museum practice journal. It added an overall perspective on both the 
cultural mediation strategies that are sought to be met and how they align with the funded 
and adopted projects. Moreover, a cultural policy agenda promoting innovation on several 
levels - regarding both technological innovation on the organizational and the visitor side 
was detected.  

The findings from this study corroborate previous findings from Danish and 
international research in this field. Throughout the past twenty years, Danish cultural policy 
has supported digital mediation projects, whereby a predominantly positive view of the 
technologies’ characteristics has influenced a normative and simultaneously experimental 
nature of the approach. The expectations in what the digital layer can achieve are 
predominantly directed at the audience: both attracting new and young visitors through a 
more interactive nature of mediation. However, the way of setting the digital mediation 
agenda through public policy, in this case, is often defined by techno-centrism, thus not 
focusing on the educational goal, but merely on the medium itself. 

Moreover, the requirements associated with this type of public funding also concern 
more concrete, technology-centred goals: collaborative work in the museum field on 
developing ‘extra layers’ to their mediation practice. However, the goals and expectations 
described in the successful applications and reports show a picture of a rather traditional 
                                                 
62 Nesta, Digital Culture: 2017. 
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mediation strategy that focuses most on the material communicated, or the technology 
used, rather than the target group. One of the main goals sought to be met by implementing 
digital initiatives after 2006 is outreach, attracting underrepresented demographics. 
However, in practice, the analysis revealed a gap between expectations and strategies 
applied to meet those goals. 

On a cultural-political level, this study traced a development that started with the 
digitization of cultural heritage, and that continued by exploring the possibilities of creating 
access and mediating the digital heritage. On the macro-level, this starting point highlights 
the content-based nature of digital mediation as supported by Danish cultural policy. It is 
thus not surprising that the early initiatives are based on the ideal of enlightenment, 
educating the public by creating access to cultural heritage (and related information about 
it). Culture is being democratized and made accessible to the general public. The general 
development in cultural mediation (independent from the form of mediation) thus finds 
parallels in the much more recent evolution of digital mediation. 

Nevertheless, it seems that the mediatisation of cultural mediation has introduced a 
parallel evolution, which did not jump the first step (merely creating access) as one could 
assume given the potentials of digital technologies that were ascribed from the beginning 
(interactivity, etc.). 

Especially in the first years of this cultural-political agenda, the expectations were sought 
to be met merely by implementing and offering new technology, but not necessarily by 
adapting the applied mediation strategy, so that it matches the goals. Thus, the first half of 
the implementation phase of digital mediation in Danish museums was shaped by a 
predominantly techno-centric, deterministic approach, ultimately supporting economic 
growth rather than achieving the visitor-related aims.  

It was not until the introduction of more personalized, mobile media in combination 
with new agendas brought forward in the 2006 Memorandum on the Museums’ Mediation 
that museums started formulating strategies that focused on the audience and human-
centric way of thinking. 

This analysis has shown that by supporting digital mediation, Danish cultural policy has 
from the early stages of the discussed public pools followed an agenda of innovation by 
allowing or, to a certain extent, encouraging experimentation. It thus becomes apparent that 
the adoption of digital mediation to museums is part of a higher strategy, where 
technological developments are encouraged to act as catalysts for innovation in the cultural 
sector, which is in line with the rationale of economic growth. What this paper traced was 
not a shift from one rationale to the other, i.e., enlightenment to entertainment, but rather 
enlightenment being the prevailing legitimization that was growingly sought to be supported 
by experience-based entertainment rationales. The techno-centric way of implementing the 
majority of projects points towards a policy that saw the introduction of digital mediation to 
cultural institutions as a catalyst for economic growth.   
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ARTICLE II 
 

DIGITAL REALITIES:  FINDINGS FROM A SURVEY ON DIGITAL MUSEUM 
MEDIATION PRACTICE IN DENMARK 

 

Digital museum mediation has been in constant transformation for over twenty 
years. As the field of practice does not cease to develop, general scholarly 
research has been criticized to be restricted to anecdotal accounts of exemplary 
cases. While quantitative surveys about the use of digital technologies at cultural 
institutions exist, their background is often subject to normative ideas of desired 
outcomes. To fill said gap of scholarly research, this article presents findings 
from a nationwide questionnaire among 66 museums, exploring the practice, 
use and perceived impact of digital museum mediation in Denmark. Findings 
illustrate a predominantly marketing- and communication-related use of digital 
technologies. Differences in value can be found between museum types, for 
instance prioritizing digital mediation either as a communication channel in art 
museums or as a medium to carry atmosphere and narratives in cultural history 
museums. 

 

Keywords: digital museum mediation, museum evaluation, impact evaluation, 
museum research, museum questionnaire 
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Introduction 
The most recent national visitor survey in Denmark shows that museum visitors, in general, 
think positively about their last visits, particularly concerning atmosphere and spending time 
in a nice place.63 In the same survey, visitors were also asked to rate their overall visit 
experience in regards to ‘mediation via digital media (sound, video, etc.)’. Out of eight 
categories, this one was considered second last by the visitors, scoring a 7.5 out of 10 points 
(from 1 - very bad to 10 - very good). The national visitor survey does not describe further 
what the visitors could have meant by rating their experience on this scale. If a visitor did 
not use any devices during their visit, in this survey, they would probably have to rate the 
experience by giving it a low character – since there is no category for non-experience. It 
leaves many other questions unanswered. This way of asking skips many important factors 
and thus may lead to the misconception that visitors do not value digital museum mediation. 
A question that comes to mind is why did the survey only ask about the digital mediation, 
but not the overall mediation experienced? What this survey question clearly shows is that 
‘mediation via digital media’ is something that museums are measured up against. And 
museums are aware of it.  

For many years, digital museum mediation has been both supported and demanded 
by Danish cultural policy, providing special public funding for the adoption of digital 
projects. The majority of Danish museums rely financially and legally on public support 
(Skot-Hansen 2008; Marker and Rasmussen 2019; Myrczik 2018) and have thus been 
influenced by this cultural-political agenda.  

The topic of this paper is not to discuss whether it is true that visitors do not value this 
aspect of their museum experience, even though a tentative questioning of this 
interpretation is advised. What this article wants to achieve is to contribute to the 
understanding of digital museum mediation by adding facts and an overall picture of the 
practice in Danish museums. The reason I have picked these survey results as an 
introduction is twofold: On one hand, it shows how survey data can easily be misinterpreted 
so it plays into techno-determinist rhetoric, not contributing to furthering the discussion but 
to serve intrinsically motivated goals. On the other hand, because as part of conducting a 
questionnaire I have come across contemplations regarding the thin line between 
addressing ‘digital’ as its own genre to define an ontology of digital museum mediation and 
contributing to a false dichotomy between digital and analogue mediation. But what is it we 
are talking about when we talk about digital museum mediation? Characterised by a techno-
centric discourse, fuelled by the idea of technology as a catalyst for (national, economic) 
innovation and societal impact, there seems to be restricted space for looking at what is 
actually there. In the Danish context, digital is often a floating signifier, its meaning both 
influenced by an ever-changing technological development and (cultural political) rhetoric 
about its potentials and challenges (cf. Rudloff 2014; Valtysson 2016; Myrczik 2018). A 
recent example for this type of rhetoric is the British policy paper ‘Culture is digital’ 
                                                 
63 The category that scored highest in this rating was ‘the museum employees’ friendliness and 
forthcomingness’. 
https://slks.dk/fileadmin/user_upload/0_SLKS/Dokumenter/Publikationer/2018/Den_nationale_brugerund
ersoegelse_2017._Rapport.pdf 
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(Department for Digital, Culture, Media & Sport 2018), which clearly show traits of a 
normative, techno-centric approach already in its title, thereby contributing to a discourse 
that makes believe that culture actually is fully digital, or digitized. 

Rather than telling anecdotes about the latest museum innovations, this research sets 
out to contextualize and map digital museum mediation; and identifies its point of interest 
as museum mediation first. Setting the focus on mediation means taking a closer look at 
the ‘articulation between cultural content and digital practices aiming to establish a bridge 
between the museum discourse and the public’ (Badulescu and De La Ville 2018). With a 
nationwide survey on digital museum mediation, this article collects the museums’ state of 
the art, organizational fundament, uses and perceived outcomes of their digital activities. 
The purpose is not to reaffirm existing narratives, but to take a step back and collect and 
document what is practised in Danish museums.  
 

Background  
This questionnaire is part of a research project that seeks to investigate the implementation, 
affordances and impact of digital museum mediation. Its focus is on Danish museums, 
having established a certain normative financial support of digital initiatives at state-
supported museums (e.g., Rudloff 2014; Valtysson 2015). In a previous analytical step, the 
cultural-political normative expectation of digital museum mediation contributing to 
knowledge sharing, visitor experience, and participation was established (Myrczik 2018). 
This led to the following research question guiding the development of the questionnaire:  
What evidence is there for the promotion of participation, visitor experience and 
knowledge sharing through digital mediation in Danish museums? 
 
Scholars have previously criticised a paucity in empirical research on the state of the art of 
digital museum mediation, its embeddedness into organizations and the collection and 
documentation of experiences made (cf. Parry 2005; Belfiore 2009). The majority of 
literature (both academic and practice-based) revolves around anecdotal accounts of 
‘projects to learn from’ – be it popular trend-setting digital initiatives or learnings from past 
failures. Focused on contributing to an enhanced case-based understanding of digital 
possibilities, this type of research might be prone to omit both the structural basis of 
everyday museum practice and its overall developments. The findings might be decoupled 
from the actual practice, as King et al. remark: 

 
For most institutions, there is something of a discrepancy between the theory and 
literature on digital heritage, on the one hand, and the potential use of these tools in 
practice, on the other. One obvious yet hugely significant factor is that the large-scale 
projects often profiled in the literature are beyond the means of many institutions. 
(King, Stark, and Cooke 2016, 94) 

 
As mentioned before, a literature review in the scholarly sense will prove to be rather 
restricted, as most reports and studies can be considered grey literature. Museum practice 
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has only recently been the subject of academic investigation, with the rising popularity of 
museology in Anglo-Saxon and middle European countries. The topic of technology and 
museums has been theorized about since circa the 1960s (Parry 2005), but empirically 
founded scholarly literature is still scarce, especially on a more general, not just case-based 
level. The following review shortly introduces terminology and underlying theoretical 
assumptions about impact evaluation, to then discuss studies that have sought empirical 
evidence for the implementation, uses and impacts of digital mediation in museums.   
 

Impact, value and evaluation 
Evaluation is a field of research that has in recent years found more areas of application 
due to various demands for more legitimization of cultural-political investments. Strategic 
approaches to justify positive outcomes come along with a dependency on external funding, 
where museums not only analyze their efforts internally but to a growing degree for external 
evaluation purposes, documenting the value and role of culture in general (cf. Villaespesa 
2016). One can differentiate between different types of impact; the one that is most relevant 
to this research question concerns social impact. Due to the lack of a more explorative 
humanities-rooted approach, this article uses terminology from impact assessment 
approaches. Having identified the need for a more evidence-based approach to measuring 
value, Simon Tanner  (2012) describes the role of impact assessment as ‘measuring change 
and evaluating the value of that change’, and defines impact as ‘measurable outcomes 
arising from the existence of a digital resource that demonstrate a change in the life or life 
opportunities of the community for which the resource is intended’ (Tanner, 2012: 9).  

An outcome is a direct result of interacting with a digital activity, while an impact is the 
(direct and indirect) change that happens in the lives of specific groups of people. This 
research asks into the outcomes (e.g. visitor-experience) of digital activities and outputs as 
perceived by museums. From the perspective of the institution, outcomes are directly 
attributable to an institution’s activities (e.g. online access to collections) and are a step 
leading towards the impact they contribute to (e.g. increased empowerment). In this 
research, the measurable unit thus is the outputs and outcomes that result from the 
interaction. While impact studies try to measure the effect of the museum, valuation 
methods assess its worth; in other words, how relevant and significant the museum is for 
the visitor or the community. Introducing the concept of value to capture (intrinsic) worth 
of digital mediation to the museums is an important part of understanding how important 
or relevant it is to the museum’s work.  
 

State of the art: Large scale surveys of museums & digital  
Strong cultural political agendas rooted in the arm’s length principle typically require some 
form of regular evaluation of their investments into cultural institutions as part of the 
legitimization strategies (Villaespesa 2016). The most common form for this type of 
nationwide evaluation is the survey or questionnaire. This overview presents the most 
significant initiatives that set out to map the state of the art on digital museum practice; the 
majority of them commissioned by public agencies or private companies. The motivation 
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behind such research is often related to policy – either legitimizing or examining its 
implementation, as the following Danish quote illustrates: 

 
The statistics follow up on the several recommendations that have been given 
throughout the last five years to the cultural and museum sector through 
memorandums, strategies and recommendations (Kulturstyrelsen 2015).64 

 
This is part of what Belfiore and Bennett call a ‘toolkit approach’ to arts impact assessment 
– a strategy to measure impact in a generalized manner that leads to simplifications, ‘linked 
to its perceived advocacy potential rather than to any demonstrable contribution it may 
make to a genuine understanding of the nature and potential effects of artistic engagement’ 
(Belfiore and Bennett 2010). Since such research can be said to have been influenced by 
its inherent agendas, its findings will be presented within those limits. The following list is 
not exhaustive but represents the relevant quantitative research conducted in Denmark, the 
UK, Europe and the US. The studies presented in the following have mostly arisen from 
such legitimizing and evaluating research, a short overview is given in the form of a 
summarizing table.  
                              

Table 1. Large-scale quantitative surveys with an institutional focus on digital mediation and digitization. 

References Research objective & what 
is measured 

Relevant findings  

’Danske Museer i 
Tal’  
Agency for Culture 
and Palaces 
(Kulturstyrelsen 
2015) 

Public Danish museum 
statistics. One category of 
the survey explores the state 
and number of digital 
mediation projects offered 
(annually 2009-2012). 

All Danish museums have a website. 
The number of digital projects 
produced rose steadily by 15% in 
2012. 
The bigger (annual revenue) the 
museum, the more digital projects 
are realized.  
 

‘Digital Culture’ 
Arts Council 
England/ Nesta 
(Nesta and ACE 
2017) 
 

Focuses on digital culture in 
arts and culture institutions 
in the UK, mapping 
technology usage and 
impact among arts and 
culture organisations (2013-
2017). 
 

Decreased number of digital 
activities produced in 2017 
compared to 2013. 
Significant increase of 
organisations reporting a major 
positive impact in relation to 
audiences. Organisations that 
take risks or experiment are more 
likely to engage in complex 
activities and report higher levels 
of positive impact.  
 

‘Enumerate’ 
Europeana/DEN 
Foundation  

Explores the state of 
digitization and how 
digitized collections are 

On average, 22% of the 
European heritage collections 
have been digitised. In 2017, 77% 

                                                 
64 Author’s own translation. 
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(Nauta, van den 
Heuvel, and 
Teunisse 2017) 

made available in European 
Cultural Heritage 
Institutions (biennial since 
2009). 

of the museums have a digital 
collection or are engaged in 
digitization. 
Increase in the number of 
institutions that have a digital 
strategy: 42% versus 34% in 2015. 
  

‘Arts Organizations 
and Digital 
Technologies’  
Pew Research 
Center 
(Thomson, Purcell, 
and Rainie 2013) 

Mapping all cultural 
institutions in the USA, 
including art museums 
(which make up 10% of the 
whole sample) in 2012. Use 
and value of digital 
technologies. 
 

81% say the internet and digital 
technologies are “very important” 
for promoting the arts. 
78% say these technologies are 
“very important” for increasing 
audience engagement. 

‘Museums and 
Mobile Technology’  
Loic Tallon/Pocket 
Proof 
(Tallon 2012) 
 

Mapping predominantly US 
museum professionals and 
their use of mobile 
technology in museums, 
later also international 
(2010-2013). 
 

Correlation between offering a 
mobile experience and annual 
visitors: majority of respondents’ 
institutions with > 250,000 annual 
visitors offered a mobile 
experience. 
Art museums more likely to offer 
a mobile experience than history 
museums.  

 

The surveys have been conducted at different points in time throughout the last ten years, 
this area of evidence-based decision-making being rather new. These studies have found 
specific trends, developments, and correlations between those factors such as museum type, 
size (by turnover), and attendance (annual visitor numbers). While the first studies used for 
example number of projects as success metrics, the later surveys introduced questions about 
value and impact. They suggest many helpful indicators of what the deciding factors for the 
adoption and use of digital mediation might be in the cultural and museum sector. The 
majority of studies explore the relationships between growing digitization of both contents 
as well as methods and cultural heritage practice, not museums exclusively. Hence, these 
results presented are able to show a) the perceived and actual change that this field has been 
undergoing in the last years, b) the ways in which cultural organisations have been using and 
offering digital ways of connecting their audience to their content, as well as the challenges 
that institutions face in this context. 

A multi-method approach to understanding the value of digital engagement with 
heritage by King et al. presents an exception to the lack of scholarly research, and is worth 
mentioning. The project formulated an initial ‘aim to move away from the concepts of the 
‘digital panacea’ and ‘digital optimism’ to forge a more responsive, considered, and 
measured view of digital tools and interfaces’ (King, Stark, and Cooke 2016). The study 
combined findings from an online questionnaire with heritage professionals internationally, 
with focus group interviews, and a theoretical discussion, and concludes:  
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Bridging between the practices of both heritage professionals and their audiences as 
well as theory remains not just a practical possibility, but a necessity, if we are to fully 
understand whether users are becoming more engaged by digital tools, and if so, what 
the value of this engagement is for their experience of heritage. (King, Stark, and 
Cooke 2016, 96) 

 
This article acknowledges drawing direct inspiration from the presented surveys’ foci and 
questions asked, allowing for a relatively comparative analysis, while prioritizing the 
explorative nature of the research objective.  
 

Materials and method: Mapping digital museum mediation in Denmark 
The demonstrated need to establish a general picture and overview applies to both scholarly 
and museum practice. So far, a nationwide survey about the state of art of digital museum 
mediation had not been conducted in Denmark, hence the relevance of conducting such 
research was confirmed. For that reason, the form of surveys seems the most appropriate 
for taking account of the state of digital mediation in Danish museums, since museums of 
all types, sizes and locations can partake in the research simultaneously. Thus, the survey 
provides an overall insight into digital mediation practices, where interconnected areas are 
taken into account. As mentioned, the following main question guided the design of the 
questionnaire: What evidence is there for the promotion of participation, user experience 
and knowledge sharing through digital mediation in Danish museums?  

Hence, the research question, starting with ‘what evidence’ included an emphasis on 
the ‘what’ as well, while the term ‘evidence’ is broad, including facts such as documentation 
or measurements, as well as subjective experience and perceived values. Given the 
interconnected nature of the topic of digital mediation, a set of sub-questions was applied 
in order to find possible connections or simply contexts. The sub-questions were 
operationalized, structuring the survey around the following key topics, which will serve as 
a guiding structure for this article:  

 

x Evaluation practices of digital initiatives 
x Mapping of digital mediation activities and technologies, as well as digitization of 

collections 
x Outcomes, perceived values & impacts 

 
An explorative approach is crucial since digital museum mediation is in constant change, 
so an open research design was necessary to avoid blind spots. Hence, no specific 
definitions of what is meant by ‘digital mediation’ were provided, as the purpose of the 
questionnaire was to get a picture on the perception of the museum employees’ attributed 
meaning. Throughout the survey, different versions of digital areas were explored, which 
asked for different usages of the involved subject. Thus, different terms were used, e.g. 
digital mediation, digital technologies and digital projects. A short explanation will be given 
in the following paragraph for a better understanding of the results presented.   
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Digital mediation: Digital mediation is the overarching term in this research. It stresses the 
importance of the mediation of a specific narrative, in the museum mainly about what is 
exhibited or in their collection, bridging understandings between museum and audience. 
Digital mediation is thus the ‘articulation between cultural content and digital practices 
aiming to establish a bridge between the museum discourse and the public’ (Badulescu and 
De La Ville 2018). 

 
Digital activities: Digital activities are those practices -potentially interactions between the 
museum and the audience- that are facilitated via digital technologies. Digital activities as a 
term includes the relevance of content and the forms of interaction that are performed. For 
instance, sharing digital content on (third-party) platforms for further sharing and 
commenting, can be considered a digital activity. 

 
Digital technologies: Digital technologies are the means or channels, through which such 
activities and content are mediated. They include online platforms, websites and other 
means of online communication, general mediation technologies such as apps, video and 
sound, as well as exhibition technologies such as multimedia guides, digital tables and 
screens. 

 
Digital projects: This definition is from the institutional perspective, relating digital practice 
to organisational units such as projects which are drafted, financed and implemented.  
 
Peacock had established that socio-technological perspectives must be applied in order to 
draw a realistic picture of actors, activities and impacts (Peacock 2008). For this study, it 
was hence considered relevant to include questions about the museum professionals 
working with digital mediation at the museums, as well as institutional factors such as digital 
strategy.  
 
Description of study design and process 
 
Pilot study 
Respondents for the pilot test were recruited through the researcher’s professional network, 
hence convenience sampling, and totalled up to six museum professionals from different 
museums in terms of type and size in Denmark. The pilot study was conducted two weeks 
prior to the send out date of the questionnaire. The collected feedback contributed to a 
better understanding of the variety of museum types and sizes that would fill out the survey. 
Furthermore, it became clear that thorough information related to the museums’ use of 
online statistics was not to be expected. The majority of respondents were for example not 
able to find statistics related to user behaviour on social media channels.  

However, it was decided that these questions should be modified and stay part of the 
questionnaire. It was ensured that respondents could pause and resume the questionnaire 
at their own choice and at any point in time, so that information that was not directly 
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accessible to one respondent could be gathered without (time) restrictions after having 
consulted the department or coworker that would have the information needed.  
 
Research design 
The questionnaire comprised 52 questions in total (plus further six questions in case of 
‘yes, no or other’). The answer categories for the questions were kept closed, to ensure an 
appropriate generalization. Questions about value or impact were to be rated on a Likert 
scale. Additionally, the questionnaire included three open questions with a field to be filled 
in freely without predefined answers. Questions with multiple answer possibilities were 
always randomized to avoid a biased answer distribution. 

 
Respondent selection and contact procedure 
The survey was sent to all the state-subsidized and main museums in Denmark, which in 
2018 amounted to a total number of 100, hence a non-probability sampling.65 To support 
a high response rate and the overall credibility of the research, a public announcement was 
made on the website of the Association of Danish Museums (ODM), informing museums 
of the upcoming survey.66 It was also through the Danish museum organization’s publically 
accessible list of members that the initial contact e-mail-addresses for each museum were 
collected.67 In total four e-mails were sent out to the museums. Within the first e-mail, a 
further description of the employee most suited to fill out the survey was given. The second 
e-mail contained the link and instructions about the questionnaire. The two last emails both 
contained reminder-messages, encouraging the respondents to either finish an already 
commenced survey, or for the majority to start filling out the questionnaire. The online 
questionnaire was hosted on the web space provided by SurveyXact. As an incentive and 
to share the knowledge gathered in this study, a general summary of the findings was 
announced to be sent to those museums who had participated in the survey.  

 
Data collection 
The survey was administered online, using the survey tool SurveyXact, during summer 
2018 (18 June – 31 August 2018). In total, 100 surveys were sent out via e-mail containing 
a link to the online questionnaire, of which the response rate (counting only the fully 
completed surveys) was 66%. Partially completed questionnaires were not included in the 
analysis. 77 respondents initially started filling out the questionnaire, while 66 completed 
all the questions, which makes a drop rate of 11%. Of those 77, only one respondent stated 
that they did not offer any form of digital mediation.68 

 
 
 

                                                 
65 https://slks.dk/museer/fakta-om-museerne/statsanerkendte-museer/ 
66 http://www.dkmuseer.dk/content/projektet-vores-museum-udsender-sp%C3%B8rgeskema-til-museer 
67 http://www.dkmuseer.dk/content/medlemmer 
68 The questionnaire had been designed to include museums that ‘do not offer digital mediation’. This was 
not the case, as the only respondent that did not offer digital mediation did not proceed. 
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Data analysis 
The methods applied for the following data analysis are predominantly statistical hence 
quantitative.  The dataset was analysed with SPSS, a common computer software for the 
analysis of quantitative data in the social sciences (Bryman 2012, 354ff). A supplementary 
qualitative content analysis was used to categorize answers that were given in free text boxes. 
Those were either an elaboration of the ‘other’ category in multiple choice questions or 
open-ended questions as part of the survey’s explorative design. The full dataset was tested 
for validity and reliability before the analysis. Given the response rate of 66%, the findings 
presented can be considered generalizable. The dataset was cleaned, and only data of those 
respondents that completed the whole survey was analysed.  

Firstly, an overview of the results was created through descriptive statistics such as 
frequencies and lists of all the free text responses. Frequencies were analysed and most 
common answers scanned for patterns or commonalities. The free text responses were 
further conceptualized and categorized as part of a content analysis (Corbin and Strauss 
2015). Open coding was applied to get an explorative overview of the various answers, 
followed by closed coding, in which general categories were deducted from the various 
answers, turned into concepts in the first step, given by the respondents. For example, the 
museum’s evaluation practices were collected in a free text box and then analysed with an 
open coding process, in which the main methods of analysing projects were filtered out. 
The resulting categories were then counted and collapsed into a closed coding scheme. 
Taking inspiration from the previous studies mentioned, common correlations were 
checked.  

 
Findings 
This article focuses its analysis on the areas introduced earlier, namely evaluation practices 
of digital initiatives, mapping, and lastly perceived values and impacts, thus does not cover 
all questions asked in this questionnaire.69 The first section shortly introduces institutional 
characteristics that have been identified as decisive factors for the subject at hand. 

 
Respondent profile 
The sample represents the full spectrum of state-subsidized museums in Denmark, 
meaning museums of all sizes in terms of number of employees and turnover as well as 
visitor numbers are included. Those key characteristics, as well as the distribution of 
museum types, are all comparable to the Danish museum statistics; hence, the sample 
represents a generalizable segment of the museum sector. The majority (59%) of museums 
in this survey are cultural history museums, while 27% are art museums, 3% natural history 
and 11% belong to the category ‘combined museum’70.  

The number of employees ranges widely from one to 750. Half of the sample has 15 
employees or less. Since some of the respondents replied for the whole organization rather 

                                                 
69 Further findings will be presented as part of the overall research project and upcoming dissertation. 
70 Combined museum describes multiple museums in one specific region that have been merged into one 
organizational unit, which often include different museum types.  
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than one museum, a number of 750 employees describes the total amount of employees 
for multiple museums combined as one organizational unit. Excluding this grouping of 
museums, the mean of museum employees in this sample is 35. A cross-check confirmed 
that the number of employees is directly correlated to the museum’s annual revenue.  

The sample contains both small and big museums concerning revenue. 82% of the 
museums’ revenues are below 30 million DKK (ca. 4 million EUR) in the last year, while 
18% of museums reported revenue above 30 million DKK.  

 

Figure 1. Correlation between on-site and online visits. 

 
The number of visitors to the museum ranges between 10.400 visitors and 2.016.000 
visitors per year. The number of website sessions ranges between 1.000 and 2.000.000 
per year.  

Using linear regression, 85% of the online sessions translate into on-site visits to the 
cultural history museums, and for the art museums, this linear regression indicates a 
correlation of 50% between the online sessions and visits to the museum. This means that 
there is a clear relationship between physical and digital visits to museums. Furthermore, 
art museums seem to have a higher number of digital visits to their website than other 
museum types. On average, art museums have double the amount of website visits than 
visits to the museum, while cultural history museums have approximately 10% more visits 
online than on-site.  

 
Institutional planning: Digital strategy 
The majority of museums stated that they had been working with digital mediation for 10-
20 years. Half of the museums state that they have a digital strategy in writing, either as part 
of their overall mission (36%), or as a separate digital strategy (14%). A third of museums 
are planning to introduce a digital strategy in the future. We can thus see a significance 
attributed to having a digital strategy for the institution, and an aspiration to formulate a 
digital strategy, if not already in place.  
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Evaluation practices at museums 
61% of museums evaluate their digital mediation projects regularly. Some are either not 
evaluating (18%) or planning on doing so in the future (17%). 62% of museums use online 
tools and statistics to evaluate the use of online mediation (e.g., number of users, user 
activity, comments). Although the majority of museums evaluate their digital initiatives, the 
nature of how they use and pass on that knowledge varies widely. 35% of museums do not 
systematically collect the experience gathered through those evaluations.  

There are very diverse ways of evaluating, which is reflected in the collected responses. 
Evaluation generally happens on two levels: one is internal and more informal and often 
oral, the other one is executed in relation to external stakeholders and the reports will be 
more formal and written down. Most internal evaluation is shared and collected in an 
ongoing problem-based and predominantly verbal manner. The key points mentioned 
most here are related to the exhibition, external stakeholders, internal project evaluation, 
dependence on resources and types of projects, ability to update projects, and a lack of 
evaluation. There is no specific different way of dealing with digital projects from other 
museum projects. Again, evaluation is treated as an on-going process of exchanging 
experiences with colleagues, either verbally or in internal e-mails. Digital projects can be 
part of a (temporary) exhibition and are thus evaluated and treated as part of the whole 
exhibition. The only explicit guidelines mentioned are those by external stakeholders such 
as private foundations or public agencies that require reports as part of legitimizing the 
economic support of specific projects. 

Of those that use online evaluation tools, the majority of museums use Google 
Analytics as their main provider of data and statistics about their visitors’ use and online 
behaviour. Social media statistics are provided by the commercial social media service they 
use. Those statistics mentioned are often of a quantitative nature, gathering visitor numbers, 
sessions, and online behaviour. Much less common is a qualitative analysis of the contents 
and interactions that visitors post on their social media pages. 

 
Digital museum practice: mapping activities, technologies and outcomes 
Digital museum mediation makes up an average of 25% of all mediation in Danish 
museums. The significant majority (70%) of 
museums consider up to a quarter of their 
general mediation digital. A quarter of the 
museums define only 0-10% of their overall 
mediation as digital. That leaves 11% of 
museums that estimate their digital mediation 
to make up more than half of their overall 
mediation. These numbers help 
contextualize the impact that digital 
technologies might be able to have within the 
overall museum institution and with the 
visitors. 

Figure 2. Percentage of digital mediation in relation 
to general mediation. 
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Media and platforms  
Asking more directly about the types of digital technologies that the museum offers, the 
following graph shows the most commonly used digital types of mediation used by Danish 
museums. The questionnaire asked separately about online and on-site media, which are 
now combined to elucidate the most common types of digital mediation in Danish 
museums.  

 

Figure 3. Top mediation technologies and platforms used. 

The museum’s website and their Facebook pages are very common means of digital 
mediation with 98% and 97%, followed by Instagram (79%) and YouTube (68%). All 
respondents named at least one main website for their institutions, while seven respondents 
named at least two websites. There are two reasons: either the museum has several main 
websites or microsites that are considered part of their overall image. In most cases the 
number of websites equals the number of museum institutions that are combined under 
one main administrative museum, and match the ‘combined’ museum type. The websites 
thus represent and reflect the museum as a place to visit more than its centralized 
organizational structure.  

Video is the most common type of digital mediation (82%) on-site, followed by 70% of 
museums offering technologies that support the atmosphere and narration (such as 
projections) and 65% offering interactive technologies such as touch screens or digital 
tables. The majority of museums also offer QR codes, iPads with content produced by the 
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museum and live comments on social media. 48% of museums state that they offer apps 
for their visitors’ private mobile phones. Less common (ca. 20% of respondents) are 
multimedia guides, screens that visualize the museums’ collections and video games (less 
for adults (12%) than children (21%)) or digital catalogues. Especially video games tend to 
be museum type-specific: no art museum offers any, whereas 28% (for kids) and 18% 
(adults) of cultural history museums offer video games as part of their mediation.  
 

Digitization of museum collections 
86% of museums state that their collections are either partially of fully digitized, and/or are 
currently being digitized (meaning the objects themselves as well as metadata). The majority 
of museums stated that more than 75% of their collections were digitized. Comparing 
statistics about the digitization of cultural heritage collections, Denmark seems to be above 
European average, both in the number of museums that are digitizing and the percentage 
of digitized collections. This can be traced back to Danish digitization policies, making it a 
duty to register their collections digitally to the central and national cultural heritage 
databases.  

Yet the state of the collections’ digitization is very diverse, the percentage ranges 
between ca. 5% - 97%. Less than half (41%) of museums make the digitized collections 
available to the audience online. While 15% do not have accessible digitized collections, 
32% have plans of making them available in the future. Not only are technologies 
important, but very much so the activities that are performed or enabled through them. Of 
those digitized collections that are online, the most common approaches and related 
activities are: 
x Making the whole digitized collection available online (74%) 
x To publish and share (parts of) the collection on third-party platforms (48%) 
x Making parts of the digitized collection available online (37%) 
x Making metadata and information about the collections accessible for the users (33%) 

 
Perceived impact on museum mission 

 
 
 

Respondents were asked to rate the impact in 5 categories, now collapsed into three: ‘Major 
impact’ is  ‘very high and high degree’, ‘Minor impact’ is ‘to some degree and low degree’, 
and ‘No impact’. 43% of respondents stated that they felt a major impact on their ability to 
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Figure 4. Impact of digital mediation on fulfilling the 
museum mission. 
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fulfil their overall mission. 50% replied that they perceived a minor impact. Only 2% 
reported no impact at all on the museum mission.  
 

Digital museum practice: marketing, registration, and mediation 
 

Figure 5. Importance of digital technology overall for Marketing, Registration, Mediation, Operations, 
Exhibition design, Conservation. 

 
The responses show a clear perception of what digital technology in the museum is 
considered most relevant for: 97% of respondents attribute a very high to high importance 
to digital technology for marketing. Followed by registration, where 82 % of respondents 
attribute a very high to high importance to digital technologies. 62% of respondents attribute 
a very high to high importance in relation to mediation, while 32% say that it is important 
to some degree. 

Museums were asked to rate the positive impact that digital mediation has had on 
different areas related to museum activities in the past 12 months. The areas touched upon 
important activities related to 1) audience 2) the museum’s production and outputs 3) value 
creation. In the following, those areas of activity are arranged by order of perceived impact 
(major positive and positive impact combined).  

 
The following figure six shows the clear trend that museums are most confident 

attributing positive outcomes in the areas regarding the audience: public profile and 
connecting with their existing and potential audience, followed by the museum’s creative 
and exhibition work, thus impact on the museum’s production. Museums see the least 
positive impact on areas concerning collaboration with other organisations. Moreover, 
there is relatively little (40%) positive impact attributed to social and socio-economic 
objectives such as health or participation.  
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Figure 6. Positive impact of digital mediation on activity areas. 

 

Perceived outcomes  
Can certain areas of the museum’s role in society be attributed to digital mediation? When 
asking about the importance and relevance, the ascribed and perceived value is measured.  
 
Visitor experience  
Here, the museum experience was firstly split into separate areas, namely on-site, online, 
and a combination of both. Of those three possibilities, museums overall see the audience 
experience enhanced the most online (41%), then on-site (35%), and lastly merely 28% saw 
the combination of both being supported by digital mediation. This, however, means that 
the majority (between 39-45%) see the audience experience enhanced only to a certain 
degree for all three categories. Especially regarding the combination of on-site and online, 
there is an equal amount of institutions that do not agree as those who think it supports the 
experience.  
 
Social purposes 
The museums do not commonly seem to attribute a specific enhancement of social value 
(e.g. inclusion, outreach, participation) to digital mediation. The majority only sees social 
value created through digital to some degree (36%) or very low degree (30%). A quarter of 
museums do find that digital mediation contributes to creating social value. 
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Information sharing 
Here, the question is related to the actual use of digital mediation to support information 
sharing about the collections, which was deemed the most important subject of museum 
mediation. This could potentially happen on-site through multimedia guides, or via digital 
collections online. 44% of museums use digital mediation to a high degree for information 
sharing, while more museums (55%) only agree to a certain degree that it is used for that 
purpose.  

 

Figure 7. Impact on visitor experience, knowledge sharing, and participation. 

Upon closer inspection, the overall attributed importance and perceived values of digital 
mediation become quite clear. Most museums agree that digital mediation is most 
important in the area of the visitor experience. Here we have a majority of 58%, while 
knowledge sharing (48%) and participation (35%) and engagement (38%) are not perceived 
as relevant by the majority.    

Discussion 
Previous studies presented in the state of the art section suggest that museum type is a 
defining factor when it comes to digital mediation. In this data, we have however found 
many areas where museums agree across museum type. One of the most significant and 
interesting areas, where the museum type does seem to play a role is the reach and place 
of digital mediation. Art museums see digital mediation more significantly supported online 
than onsite, whereas cultural and combined museums tend to see more impact on the 
onsite experience for visitors. This difference could be explained by a different way of 
narrating their museum message, connected to the curatorial voice of a museum, where 
different museum types show different ‘needs’ of how their collection is communicated (cf. 
Bocatius 2014).  

What the data shows clearly is the museums’ perception of digital mediation as most 
closely related to means of communication. The most significant findings with a great 
majority of museums agreeing were exclusively related to marketing and communication-
related values leading to positive outcomes in terms of audience reach. Museums value 
online platforms as a means of reaching out to their (potential) audience. This reach is 
predominantly of a quantitative nature. When we look at the numbers of website visits and 
visitors to the museum (building and/or exhibitions) this attribution is obvious, as illustrated 
previously (figure 1).  
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In order to fully explore the research questions, asking into the impact of digital 
museum mediation, this survey included questions about the evidence, i.e. systematic 
evaluation that museums have collected. The findings suggest that systematic, documented 
evaluation mostly occurs as part of externally organized projects, whereas museums 
evaluate in-situ among colleagues. So, when discussing the impact that digital museum 
mediation has, this research can only confidently delineate perceived values and impact. 
Museums and other cultural institutions find themselves in a situation where they need to 
make their impact more measurable and thus visible. For most institutions, that still is a 
task they have no formal structure for.  

This article moreover looked into the critically observed discrepancy between theory, 
publicly funded studies and practice. What both the review of previous research and the 
presented findings of this survey of Danish museums’ digital mediation have shown is that 
one size does not fit all, and as much as institutions might have in common, their adaptation 
of certain strategies still depends on management and museum professionals individually. 
Results such as the correlation between the range and depth of digital mediation in a 
museum and the museum’s perceived impact of them prove that by now museums possess 
the means and literacy to use digital mediation in ways that support their individual 
missions. It might however also support the claim that those that do not see digital 
mediation as supporting their mission might indeed choose not to use it. This could be the 
subject of future research.  

 
Conclusion 
The findings from this study both corroborate previous assumptions about the practice, use 
and outputs regarding digital mediation and further add to these observations by 
contextualizing and incorporating theoretical socio-technological foundations to the field. 
A holistic empirical approach supported the diversification of influential factors, avoiding a 
techno-centric perspective on the subject at hand.  

Digital museum mediation has after about 20 years of practice been through different 
phases (Myrczik 2018), where due to socio-technological developments different foci have 
come up and still persist, so that now in 2019 the digital museum world is as varied as never 
before. Museums in this survey have collected experience for the past 20 years as well, 
some of the museum professionals working with digital mediation have done so for most 
of their careers. This survey was able to capture a contemporary snapshot of the state of 
the art, as well as practices related to digital museum mediation. After roughly twenty years 
of transformation, where are we now in 2019?  

This article presented three key areas that were further discussed by means of analysing 
the collected survey data. They concern the interconnected areas of evaluation practices, 
digital mediation activities and technologies, as well as digitization of collections, and 
outcomes, perceived values and impacts of digital museum mediation. 

Returning to the initial question, what evidence is there for the promotion of 
participation, user experience and knowledge sharing through digital mediation in Danish 
museums? One focus area concerning the ‘evidence’ part included clarifying the state of 
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evaluation practices in Danish museums. What can we claim to really (i.e. documented) 
know about the ways digital mediation shapes the museum experience? The findings 
support claims in the literature (both grey and scholarly (i.e. Kelly 2004) for a more 
dedicated approach to museum evaluation and research. There already are internal 
practices of analysis at play in most museums, yet often ad hoc and not documented for 
future generations of museum professionals. Here, digital statistics seem to be more easily 
available, since they are already integrated into the technology itself. Scholarly discussions 
about what to measure when it comes to outcomes and impacts are still in progress, as the 
implementation of a successful framework seems to be both political (questions of quantity 
versus quality etc.) and significantly restricted by the museums’ overall scarcity of resources. 

Museums value digital mediation in general, attributing high importance to its 
contribution to fulfilling the museum mission. The areas where the most positive value is 
attributed revolve around the visitor experience, reaching out to a bigger audience and 
engaging the audience. It is the online realm that shows a homogeneous use of digital, with 
platforms such as websites and social media used by the significant majority of Danish 
museums. Boosting the public profile seems to be the main positive outcome. Hence, 
potentials of participation and knowledge-sharing which are often discussed in the literature 
are less commonly fulfilled than a dominant marketing-rationale.  

Findings from the survey illustrate differences in use and value between museum types, 
for instance prioritizing digital mediation either as an online communication channel in art 
museums or as a medium to carry atmosphere and narratives in cultural history museums, 
pointing towards a predominantly content- and sender-based use of digital activities in 
museums. The numbers show that art museums in general have more online visitors than 
other types of museums, the Danish National Museum being an exception. 

The study’s results moreover relativize techno-centric or techno-optimistic expectations 
of the social impact of digital mediation. In general, a ‘penetration’ of 25% on average is 
indicative of a museum practice that has adopted some new formats of mediation, yet not 
nearly as wide-spread as suggested or expected. This is an important finding to keep in 
mind for future discussions in both theory, policy-making and practice. It is no direct 
indicator for ‘how advanced’ we are if we want to ascribe a linear development to this area, 
which literature too often does. Growth (economic and creatively) seems to be an implied 
positive and desired outcome of the adaptation of digital mediation in cultural institutions. 

However, more recent developments in museum institutions, decreasing numbers of 
digital projects reported, show that a new aspiration of digital mediation might actually be 
toning down, meaning a more discrete and directed use of digital mediation in exhibitions. 
This might be an indicator for a development away from a techno-centric rationale for 
investing in digital, and a more experience-centred approach to implementing digital 
strategies.  
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ARTICLE III 
 

FROM PIONEERS TO PROFESSIONALS: CONSTRUCTING DIGITAL MIND- 
AND SKILLSETS FOR DANISH MUSEUMS 

 

 

 

In a museum world in flux, a strong emphasis has been put on digital 
technologies as driving forces in the process. Many outputs have noticeably 
changed in relation to for instance the digitalization of work processes, of 
collections, as well as mediation. However, avoiding a techno-centric logic, this 
article sets out to shed a light on the professionals working with digital 
mediation at Danish museums.  

A mixed methods study combines data from interviews with a nationwide web 
survey, taking a look inside the black box, i.e., the museum professionals, their 
practices and related skills and experiences with working with digital at Danish 
museums. Interviews explore the role of technologies in museums, as well as 
the development that the field has undergone. In roughly 25 years, 
professionalization is a constant development in an area where change and 
uncertainty seem to be prevalent. Findings from a nationwide survey illustrate 
digital skills and confidence among communication-related areas, yet a 
relatively restricted distribution of technical specialist skills required to 
produce, manage and sustain digital mediation activities in-house. Challenges 
are related to a demand in a growing number of competencies related to the 
strategies, development, and sustainability of working with digital mediation.  

 

Keywords: digital mindset; digital museum skills; digital literacies; museum 
mediation; digital museum practice 
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Introduction 
 

You cannot tell that something has been cleaned, but you can tell if it has not been 
done. That is what it’s like today – that there is no modern museum that can escape 
from having a digital strategy because you can tell if there is none. […] But no matter 
what you do – you have to keep it clean. That is why I am using this analogy: if you 
don’t clean, you can tell. If you don’t do anything digital then you can’t exist as a 
modern museum. (I 3) 

This quote illustrates an essential part of digital museum mediation: if you do not do it 
properly, it will show. Working with digital at museums means constant maintenance and 
care. What this interviewee describes can be related to the process of ‘blackboxing’, as 
discussed by science and technology scholar Bruno Latour (1999: 304). When technology 
is successful at doing what it is intended to do, the work that lies behind it becomes more 
opaque. So when a given input matches the output, one is less likely to wonder what 
happens in between, in the black box. Conversely, one could argue that digital efforts by 
institutions that are not as intended, might then be more obvious and reveal the ‘lack of 
cleaning’ and by that open up to asking ‘why?’. What are the barriers that exist, what are 
success factors that play a role in implementing digital mind-sets into museum institutions? 

After roughly a quarter century of working with digital mediation it is time to direct the 
focus back to those that work at museums and that are involved in creating a bridge, 
supporting digitally mediated communication between the museum discourse and the 
audience. Digital skills potentially cover all areas of museum work and are not restricted to 
the audience-facing outputs. However, the focus remains on the digital activities and 
technologies meant to bridge the museum and the (potential) audiences.  

Using mediation as the focus of analysis, the process of establishing a bridge between 
the museum discourse and the audience is highlighted. I use digital mediation to describe 
the ‘articulation between cultural content and digital practices aiming to establish a bridge 
between the museum discourse and the public’ (Badulescu and De La Ville 2018). In order 
to find out more about this process, the practice of creating such actions and potentials of 
action becomes a central point.  

This article presents findings from a nationwide web survey among sixty-six Danish 
museums combined with qualitative interviews with six museum professionals. Together, 
they describe the development, the state of the art, and the connected competencies and 
literacies. The article outlines the ways in which museum professionals work with and think 
about digital mediation and how they are embedded in the institution. In order to establish 
grounds on which to understand the factors and context in which digital museum mediation 
is developed and adopted in Danish museums.  

As will be illustrated by the literature review, the main conclusions about how successful 
digital activities are perceived by the museums concern the museum professional and the 
institutional embeddedness. Recent studies conclude that the main barriers for a successful 
digital mediation are lack of funding and time, which also entails lack of employees working 
directly with digital, as well as low confidence in their digital skills (Nesta and ACE 2017; 
Barnes and others 2018; Price and James 2018).  
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Looking further into the tight connection between the individual employees and the 
technologies is, therefore, a crucial factor for understanding the how and what of digital 
museum mediation practice. The findings from the survey illustrate digital skills and 
confidence among communication-related areas, yet a relatively restricted distribution of 
technical specialist skills required to produce, manage and sustain digital mediation 
activities in-house. Challenges are related to a demand in a growing number of 
competencies related to the strategies, development, and sustainability of working with 
digital mediation. Interviewees describe a field that is in constant transformation and 
professionalization, which entails uncertainty and needs for changing skill sets. 
 

Background 
Building its foundation on theoretical frameworks established by earlier socio-constructivist 
research into technology and organizational theory (Orlikowski 1992), the following review 
will focus on museum institutions and the practice around working with digital technologies. 

Taking institutional and social perspectives into account 
A common thread in the literature, notions of change and transformation are clearly 
ascribed as defining factors in both the technological as well as cultural fields. Hence, this 
following overview is in chronological order, since it in itself describes the development of 
this field of research, growing with the change observed in practice. According to museum 
scholar Ross Parry it was not until the end of the 1990s that museum theory sufficiently 
incorporated scholarly approaches to digital or technological museum practice, as before it 
relied on anecdotal, best practice and project-related accounts often by museum 
professionals themselves. Yet, what Parry proposes as the correct approach to theorizing 
digital museum practice, is 

a framework that seems to want to confront the very nature of change, to acknowledge 
and explore the specific meanings that particular media carry, to place today’s use of 
technology into the context of yesterday, and to articulate all of this with care and 
subtlety. (Parry 2005: 345) 

In his book Recoding the Museum (2008), Parry highlights the ways in which the 
introduction of technology to museum work has been followed by a process of change 
within the organisations, as ‘notions of visit, of object, of collection, of expository space, of 
curatorial authority, have all become recodified (rescripted, recalibrated, disaggregated, and 
rewritten) by the presence and influence of four decades of digital technology’ (2008: 14).71  

Library and Information scholars Marty and Jones support a sociotechnical approach 
to the topic, by highlighting the importance of institutional factors such as museum 
professionals and their competencies. Contributing to the understanding of museum 
information professionals, the reader Museum Informatics (2008) ‘explores the 
sociotechnical interactions that take place between people, information, and technology in 
museums’.  

                                                 
71 The book’s analysis takes inspiration from Lev Manovich’s The Language of New Media (2001). 
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Similarly, embracing this evolving processual nature of technology-related 
organisational change within museums, and taking the point of departure in constructivism, 
Darren Peacock argues that  
 

Technological change is the work of organisations and, more particularly, it is the 
work of people within those organisations. While any technology has its own inherent 
potentials and limitations, it is organisations that make them innovative. Innovation 
through technology is fundamentally a social process. (Peacock 2008: 347) 
 

Developing the institutional perspective further, the major work on digital heritage practice 
is Museums in a digital age (Parry 2010), where technology is described as driving force for 
changes in institutional practice, which concerns the fundamental roles of the museum such 
as preservation, collection and exhibition.  

In their book Post-Critical Museology (2013), Dewdney, Dibosa and Walsh use the 
term 'new media' to ‘call into question the naturalization and normalness of applications of 
technology in order to temporarily suspend the business and busyness of the digitization of 
everything along existing institutional and organizational lines as if nothing has really 
changed.’ (2013: 170). They further assert that ‘it is not the technology in itself that is 
producing social and cultural change, rather it is the economic and institutional organization 
of technologies and the things humans do with them.’ (Dewdney and others 2013: 171), 
adding to the socio-constructivist approach, which refutes a techno-deterministic view. 

In the same year, witnessing an ongoing transformation in the museum world, Parry 
introduces a discussion on the ‘post-digital museum’   

 
to describe the presence of digital media in these museums to evoke the philosophical 
connotations that the digital is not only typical and standard, but indeed perceived to 
be how things ought to be, while also recognizing that these arrangements might also 
be situated (local) and constructed (a value judgment). (Parry 2013: 27) 

 
A new layer to digital museum mediation is introduced: the awareness that decisive factors 
to both practice and theory are subjectivity and normativity. 

Within these few years we can see changing terminology from more technical 
approaches such as museum informatics, computing or recoding, new media, to more 
naturalized accounts such as museums in a digital age, digital heritage and post-digital 
museums. Hence, on one hand the technology becoming a part of museum practice, and 
on the other hand a deeper understanding of the various factors at play in this ongoing 
transformation, connecting institutional and social factors with technological change. 
 
Applied research into the digital practice 
Concluding a study on how museum information professionals experience working with 
information resources, tools, and technologies in museum, Marty writes that 

 
The most challenging part of meeting these changing expectations is not building and 
implementing new technologies—it is the assumption that somewhere in each 
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museum there exists, or should exist, an individual who can solve these problems.  
(Marty 2006: 328) 

 
Museologist Sharon Macdonald has identified a practice shift in museum studies, ‘to bring 
together the insights from academic studies with the practical work of museums – to return 
to some of the “how to” concerns of the “old museology” from a new, more theoretically 
and empirically informed, basis’ (Macdonald 2010: 6). This practice turn does not only 
apply to museum studies but has for instance also been observed and demanded for media 
and internet studies (Couldry 2010).  

Practice theory has however had a longer history than this more recent practice turn, 
as Shove, Pantzar and Watson show in their analysis on the Dynamics of Social Practice 
(2012). They propose that practitioners actively combine the following elements of which 
practices are made:  

x materials – including things, technologies, tangible physical entities, and the stuff of 
which objects are made; 
x competences – which encompasses skill, know-how and technique; and 
x meanings – in which we include symbolic meanings, ideas and aspirations. (Shove 
and others 2012: 14) 

This view on practice hence is in line with recent enhanced attention to competences and 
skills in the context of digital museum practice.  

A steadily evolving museum practice, fueled by discussions of a post-digital museum 
world, institutions are implementing strategies and taking measures to react to new 
circumstances.  

 
Skills, literacy, and competence  
It has to be noted that while recent literature in the field has pointed out a lack of digital 
skills and literacy as one of the major barriers to digital practice and maturity within the 
cultural sector (Nesta and ACE 2017), a clear delineation of what is meant by the terms 
‘skills, literacies, and competencies’ could not be observed in this literature review. The 
terms are at times used interchangeably, or used in non-specialist terms. Having identified 
this floating use of the key terms, the ‘one by one’ project uses a think piece to define the 
key terms as: 

x Skills: Generic shorthand, interchangeable with ‘abilities’ 
x Competencies: Concrete descriptions of optimum performance by individuals, 

regarding specific areas of activity such as service design, project management, or 
social media hosting. (…) 

x Literacies: (…) Access to, and familiarity with, relevant and diverse vocabulary, 
methodologies, practitioners, best practice, ethics and professional enquiries. 
(McKenzie 2018) 

In short, digital skills is the umbrella term used to describe a set of abilities to reflect on (i.e. 
literacy) and put into action (i.e. competency) digital practice.  
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Working with digital mediation is not restricted to internal organizational units, as it also 
entails working with external partners such as external professionals or museum visitors.  
This importance of collaboration, for example in design processes (Knudsen and Olesen 
2018) then implies the central aspect of another set of so-called ‘transferable skills’ 
(Carvalho and Matos 2018) or ‘generic skills’ (Barnes and others 2018). 

A case study in Portuguese museums examined the new job profiles and competencies 
that have been created in recent years. In their research, Carvalho and Matos identify four 
job profiles which have been introduced to ‘meet the demands’ posed by digital 
transformations in society (Carvalho and Matos 2018). Those are: digital strategy manager, 
digital collections curator, digital interactive experience developer and online community 
manager.  
 
Digital maturity and digital confidence 
In this context, others have suggested three stages of implementing not just new job profiles, 
but altogether digital mindsets to institutions. Those are digital infancy, digital maturity as 
well as post digital (Vicars-Harris as cited by (Price and James 2018)). A museum is digitally 
mature, ‘where the importance of digital is fully understood’, and is considered post digital 
‘where digital is embedded across the organization’ (ibid.). In the international study of how 
museums and other cultural organizations resource, fund, and structure their digital teams 
and activity among 56 GLAM institutions, museum professionals Kati Price and Dafydd 
James found that ‘GLAM organizations are continuing on the journey towards digital 
maturity. Yet none of us have embraced full digital maturity’ (Price and James 2018). 

Reacting to this perceived lack of museum digital skills, a longitudinal R&D project, 
‘One by One’, conducted a mapping to understand how digital skills are currently deployed 
in the UK museum sector. The project identifies six categories of specialist digital roles in 
museums, namely digital content creators, programme staff, learning staff, curators, 
collections staff, and developers, as well as related generic skills. Based on their empirical 
insights, they conclude: 

But despite fifty years of computer-enabled advancement and transformation in the 
ways museums work, the sector as a whole still lacks digital confidence. It still does 
not have the digital skills and literacies needed to meet its (and its visitors’) 
expectations. (Barnes and others 2018: 37–38) 

Moreover, this research hypothesizes that the number of specialist digital roles and how 
they relate to other non-specialist departments, depends on a museum’s size as well as its 
digital distribution model (Barnes and others 2018: 15). The project identified three types 
of digital distribution across museums, based on their case museums: centralized, hub and 
spoke, and distributive digital model72. Price and James expand those models with two more 

                                                 
72 Centralized: one department, with oversight and control of the digital activity in an organization 
Hub and spoke: small central unit that coordinates individuals or small teams in the delivery of digital 
activity across other areas of the organization 
Distributive: digitally mature organization that intentionally distributes digital activity organization-wide 
(Price and James 2018) 
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categories, which play a more important role among smaller museums: decentralized 
‘(dispersed across the different departments across the organization, no leader’) and 
outsourced (‘typically one person with responsibility for managing a number of freelancers 
and agencies’) (Price and James 2018). 

Methodology and materials 
There are currently ninety-seven state-subsidized museums in Denmark, having undergone 
a recent period of mergers in which several institutions have been combined into one 
organizational unit. Although there are no official numbers for 2019, the state-subsidized 
museums are best documented with a total of 3.215 full-time employees (FTE) in 2012 
(Kulturstyrelsen 2015). Danish museums thus serve as a well-suited case for exploring 
general trends on a relatively small scale. 

This article combines data collected through a web survey with qualitative semi-
structured interviews. The research design is explorative, which means that those data 
collection steps were open to finding the important factors through the responses gathered. 
In an iterative process, some of the interviews preceded the questionnaire in order to gather 
insights into both the historical background and the state of the art of museum mediation 
practice in Denmark.  

The quantitative data was collected via the web survey tool SurveyXact during a four-
month-phase in 2018, after a pilot test, including a focus group session. The survey was sent 
out via e-mail to all 97 state-subsidized and three state-owned main museums, thus including 
all museum types and sizes. It was pointed out clearly to the recipient of the survey 
announcement e-mail that the ideal person to fill out the survey is the museum employee 
with most experience and involvement with digital mediation. Seventy-seven initial 
respondents started filling out the questionnaire, while sixty-six museums completed the 
whole questionnaire, thus a response rate of 66 percent. The web survey contained a 
number of questions that were analyzed quantitatively. Some of those questions were 
adapted from previous surveys on museums’ uses of digital, such as Digital Culture (Nesta 
and ACE 2017). Additionally, open questions with free text boxes asked into areas that 
were less established by previous research – it is mainly those data that will be used in this 
analysis. Those questions concern job roles and responsibilities, as well as external and 
internal competencies regarding digital practice.  

Following the design of the web survey, more interviews were conducted to ask further 
into new areas that had proven to be relevant for understanding the important factors at 
play. The first interview partners were identified through purposive sampling, having in 
mind a specific knowledge set about developments, aiming to interview museum 
professionals that had been among the first to work with digital mediation. Further, having 
talked to those three experts in the field, snowball sampling was applied in order to be 
referred to other relevant actors in the field that were mentioned as exemplary museums 
considered as ‘good digital mediation’. The referrals led to four more interviews, one of 
which was with two interviewees together. Hence, in total, this sample contains seven 
interviewees. Theoretical saturation was reached in combination with the online 
questionnaires since they touched upon closely related topics. The choice of methods is 
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motivated by a research design that seeks to be explorative while generating enough data 
and knowledge to be able to paint a bigger picture, i.e., combining the strengths of 
qualitative and quantitative methods. 

As mentioned, most material presented here was collected through open-ended 
questions, but also contains statistical data which was administered with a common software 
for analyzing such datasets in the social sciences, SPSS (Bryman 2012). The interviews were 
recorded and then transcribed in NVivo. 
After this process, the material gathered in the interviews proved to be particularly rich, 
thus the decision to proceed including this in-depth qualitative data for the combined 
analysis presented in this article. The following table presents the sample of the semi-
structured interviews conducted between 2017 and 2018.  

Table 1. Sample of semi-structured interviews. 

Inter-
view # Interviewee’s role 

Museum type and 
size by FTE  Main topics 

1 Kulturnet Danmark, 
former member of the 
advisory board 

 
 

Cultural policy, public funding 

2 Development 
consultant 

x Cultural History 
(and archive) 

x > 100 FTE  

History, development, 
digital mediation projects 

3 Museum director x Cultural History 
x < 20 FTE 

History, development, digital 
practice 

4 A Head curator 
B Digital project 
coordinator, curator 

x Cultural History  
x > 100 FTE 

Interactives in exhibitions, digital 
projects, online mediation 

5 Head of exhibition 
design office 

x Cultural History 
x > 100 FTE 

Interactives in exhibitions, digital 
projects 

6 Head of digital  x Art museum 
x > 100 FTE  

Online mediation, digital 
communication, digitized 
collections, evaluation 

 
 
All interviewees consented to the use of interview quotes for research-related publications. 
For the sake of generalizability, the names of the interviewees or museums are not 
mentioned.  

An interview guideline was used, which included main questions that were asked in all 
interviews. The interviewees were prompted to talk freely about their personal professional 
experiences as well as on behalf of the museum. Core topics occurred through this open-
ended way of asking, establishing different foci for the analysis, which crystalized many 
relevant influences related to the perceived success of digital practice that revolve around 
institutional as well as individual, skill-related factors. The initial coding of the interviews 
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was further examined through axial coding (Charmaz 2006), which looked at relationships 
between concepts.  

 
Analysis 
Firstly, the background and development of the past 25 years will be described, as museum 
professionals that have been part of shaping the digital practice in Denmark from its 
beginnings talk about their experiences, their motivations and lessons learned. We will then 
look at the state of the art of digital museum practice, related skills and collaborations: who 
works with digital in museums, what are the main areas of responsibility, and what digital 
skills are predominantly internal or external to the museums? We will then move on to 
underlying institutional as well as personal factors that shape the ways in which museum 
professionals work with digital mediation. The following description of digital museum 
practice is guided by the main concepts derived from the interviews that relate directly to 
the institutional context:  professionalization, digital mindset, success factors, inspiration 
and drive, as well as uncertainty. 
 
From pioneers to professionals: the development 
One interview partner who can be described as an early adopter of digital museum projects 
describes both the curiosity that led some museums to develop the first generation of digital 
projects and the other route that museums had to take, induced by a top-down approach 
through cultural-political agenda setting:  

 
You actually started all the way from the bottom. You can say that our museum, that 
I, especially myself, later also others, thought it was interesting this digitization thing. 
So you kind of have a pioneer spirit. There were also museums where you didn’t 
have this pioneer spirit, where there were requirements for them to digitize it, then 
they would have to use a certain program and … it is almost like learning cursive 
handwriting with everything that has already been written in simpler handwriting. (I 
3) 

 
Here, several factors become apparent: whether there was a personal drive for being a 
pioneer and discovering new digital territory, or whether it was through cultural political 
agendas, adapting digital mediation meant learning new skills. Digitization required new 
ways of thinking, of producing, which implied a new genre of museum mediation. For 
another interviewee, this new handwriting literally meant learning how to program in 
HTML, as she worked on the first website for an archive. 
 

Back then you wrote your own websites in HTML on Notepad. It is obviously a very 
different approach today. We […] made our first website in ‘95/’96. […] you had a 
manual next to you and then you just wrote in Notepad and it ended up looking fairly 
acceptable. It was obviously those business card websites you made, where you could 
see the opening hours and stuff like that. (I 2) 

 
So, being a first mover, being part of this pioneer spirit of digital mediation required the 
willingness to learn while doing. It meant personal efforts; otherwise, your institution would 
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not be represented in the initial phase of museum websites, which can be described as 
‘business cards’ online, since they mainly contained information about the physical 
museum, what to find there and how to get there. But digitization to others also meant 
something else: leaving the traditional idea of the museum as building behind. 

 
That’s what it was like then, to even get the focus shifted to the objects and away from 
the ticket office where the audience entered – and move it to where you got the object 
into the digital, and the digital outside the walls. And this is very much the movement 
that I have seen us using the last twenty years to get better and better at. (I 3) 

 
And indeed, many of the interviewees agree that the development of digital museum 
practice is one of growth, of gaining more insights, and of professionalization. 

 
You can say there is no doubt that [digital museum mediation] has been through a 
big professionalization in the last years. Just as the whole sector. It’s in the process of 
being lifted to a new level. (I 5) 

 
One influential factor in the development of digital mediation at Danish museum has been 
the public funding of digital projects over the span of circa fourteen years, called the 
‘Kulturnet Danmark’ pool (1996-2009). One of the interviewees was directly involved in 
the advisory board, drafting focus areas as well as distribution principles, and handle 
incoming applications. The requirements were strategic and developed from observations 
they made along the way, such as that the head of the museum needs to play a central role 
in adopting digital projects, ‘because you could see that it, in fact, was the head of the 
institutions that blocked it after all. That was something that was known and that we actively 
sought to counteract’ (I 1).  

Nevertheless, reasoning about the impact of funding exclusively digital projects, he 
concludes: 

 
Partly pros, but mostly cons. The thing that was a real pity was that we established 
the digital as its own discipline. And by that did not make sure that it was sufficiently 
embedded into the institutions, and the institutions’ everyday work. (I 1) 

 
Museum profession and digital mediation  
Having established early developments of digital mediation practice in Denmark, this article 
now moves forward to look at the state of the art. Findings from the nationwide survey 
clarify what it is exactly we are talking about, avoiding a predominantly anecdote-based 
account of the subject at hand. Establishing the landscape of digital skills at museums, the 
first points of inquiry are related to job roles and their distribution.  
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The museums have been working with digital mediation on average for thirteen years, 
while both ten and twenty years were named most frequently. While the number of years 
do not suffice to give a thorough answer to whether the museum has opted in to digital 
mediation after years of not working with it, or whether it is merely because of the 
museum’s own years of existence, it can serve as a good indicator for how much potential 
experience museums have collected. 

Figure 1: Number of full-time employees with digital as the main responsibility, per museum. n=52. 

 

This graph illustrates the distribution of digital as the main responsibility at Danish 
museums. It is sorted by the number of employees (FTE). Forty percent (21) of those 
museums have one full-time employee responsible for their digital mediation. Half of the 
museums have two to four digital employees. Only three museums stated to have more 
than six employees mainly dedicated to digital mediation. Other museums added that their 
employees did not have digital as their main responsibility, but that it was a distributed effort 
by several museum professionals. Five museums stated that they do not have dedicated full-
time, but only part-time employees that work with digital only. Only three respondents state 
that they do not have any employees that are responsible for digital tasks.  

 
Digital job roles and profiles 
The respondents had been working in their positions ranging between one and fifteen years, 
with the majority of respondents having worked for a maximum of five years in their current 
position. The majority of respondents stated that they spent up to twenty percent of their 
time working with digital, while merely fifteen respondents (20%) dedicate more than half 
of their time to digital tasks. This distribution of time dedicated to digital tasks reflects the 
plenitude of museum professionals’ responsibilities and competencies and highlights the 
prevalence of generic roles.  
 
Job roles and skillsets 
This analysis makes use of the ‘One by One’ research terminology, namely the ‘skills 
ecosystem’ as well as the defined ‘specialist digital roles’ (Barnes and others 2018: 14–15), 
which identified six categories of specialist digital roles in museums, namely digital content 
creators, programme staff, learning staff, curators, collections staff, and developers. Based 
on their findings they also proposed a set of generic roles and skillsets that include digital: 
domain-dependent skills, generic skills, technical skills, digital skills, and specific digital 
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skills (Barnes and others 2018: 15). The job profiles described in the following are 
associated with the survey respondents, not the whole museum staff.  

An observation that crystalizes is that digital is seldom a main responsibility in itself in 
Danish museums. Only two respondents described their job role as respectively ‘digital 
project management and strategy’ and ‘head of the museum’s digital unit, chairman of the 
museum’s digital steering group’, thus digital as main responsibility. Hence, a managing 
position within the museum can be considered dedicated to digital only. Most other 
positions combine both more traditional job descriptions such as ‘mediator’ or ‘curator’ 
with responsibilities related to specific competencies such as: Social media, website 
(webmaster, content), online calendars, trip advisor, newsletter, digital installations. 

The majority of job responsibilities are related to the following generic skills: 
Mediation, education, communication and a broad spectrum of domain-dependent skills 
such as archiving and research. The digital responsibilities that are situated internally in 
museums predominantly concern communications (such as online platforms). In those 
instances, digital communication entails content creation and the management of online 
platforms, thus the category of digital content creators.73  

 
Digital confidence: Competencies and skills 
Museums were asked to rate their competencies and literacies in relation to digital 
mediation and technology, and how well served they considered their institution to be. The 
key areas ranged from data analysis to software development, to digital marketing and visitor 
research.  

Figure 2. Museum’s confidence in digital skills. Well served is the combined percentage of ‘quite’ and ‘very 
well served’. n = 66. 

 

                                                 
73 The sample of this survey does not include technical skills related to development or production as such – 
which does not mean the museums do not have such skills in-house, but rather that the respondents were as 
described earlier considered main responsible for digital mediation. 
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Museums feel most confident attributing high skill levels to areas of digital marketing, 
multimedia and website design and digital archiving. Accordingly, museums feel least 
served for software development (59%), user studies and usability testing (53%), and data 
analysis (37%). 

 
External collaborations 
It is common practice in Danish museums to work with external partners, and producing 
digital mediation is no exception.  
 
Figure 3. Digital work with external partners. 

 

Most museums (38%) state that it is mainly an equal mix of external and internal efforts, 
twenty percent of museums collaborate on the majority of their digital work with external 
partners, while six percent state that all their digital work is done externally. Twenty-nine 
percent state that it is only partly external, and eight percent (five museums) say that all their 
digital work is done internally. 

When we look at the skills that museums seek from external partners, it becomes 
apparent that those are sought to complement the lack of internal specialist skills. Specialist 
digital roles are most frequently mentioned as expertise that is sought externally, meaning 
that skills such as developing, AV-production etc. were not situated within the museums 
but provided by private digital agencies and consultants. The competencies that were 
named most include audio and video production, communication, animation, educational 
knowledge, and scientific knowledge. Museums named the following as main external 
specialist roles for digital work when a digital project gets developed or implemented: 

Figure 4. Roles and skills of external partners, sorted by most frequent. 

From this list of external partners and competencies, we can see that the competencies 
sought from outside the museum are predominantly technical skills related to the 
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development of digital services or content, or technical staff for operations, or consultancy 
agencies to help with overall digital literacy.  

Exploring other possible stakeholders in the process of producing new digital services, 
museums were also asked about the audience as potential collaboration partners. When 
digital projects are developed, a third of museums consider user-participation very 
important. Yet, the majority attributes only partial or low importance to user-participation 
in the development process.  

Having looked at the numbers and the overall state of the art at Danish museums, we 
now turn back to the interviews with museum professionals. Their views on and experiences 
with digital museum mediation will be presented and used to contextualize the findings. 

 
Digital mindsets and Institutional embeddedness 
 
Old versus new digital mindset 
Throughout the interviews, museum professionals describe a change in institutional 
practices, some that they have been getting better at, and some that are part of an old way 
of thinking about digital in the museum. Collecting years of experience, the professionals 
are learning what works and what does not work for their museums. ‘We just build 
something, we call a cousin, and he makes it, and it will be done super fast and every time 
it happens that you will slap your head afterwards for having done it’ (I 6). 

The old mindset implies working on digital projects, not processes. This was and still 
is influenced by the way digital mediation is financed (projects are funded more easily than 
infrastructure and operations renewals), as well as the way the institution traditionally 
organizes exhibition-related practices.  

 
you put many forces into the specific topic and two months after, or half a year after 
the exhibition is gone, then that topic is not relevant anymore, so we are moving on 
to something else. It is the same project-thinking in reality, which I think we have 
been able to see on the web, where it has just meant that there are very many things 
that have disappeared. (I 2) 
 

Interviewees describe that this old mindset might still be prevalent in the institution if it was 
not for the museum professionals’ efforts to make a change. ‘It would still happen, if we 
weren’t extremely irritating’ (I 6). A new digital mindset means thinking in processes and 
infrastructures, to distribute digital technology evenly around the institution so that for 
instance everyone in the museum can access and edit a common database.  

 
Distribution of digital skills 

I mean the big institutions - there are positions such as web editor and social media 
manager, et cetera. But in smaller institutions, that would typically be something 
that more people might be involved in, without having it as their sole task, but on 
the side of other types of museum work. (I 2) 
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Two of the museum professionals that were interviewed described working with a digital 
project group that was responsible for implementing a digital mindset to the overall 
decision-making process of the institution. One interviewee describes the building of an 
exhibition design studio in-house. Those three institutions with specialized competencies 
in-house have one thing in common: they can all be considered big museums, both in terms 
of staff and visitor numbers. Especially three models of digital skill distribution were 
described by interviewees, those are centralized, hub and spoke, as well as outsourced.  
 
Centralized  
Those digital groups bring together different skills from most parts of the institution: 
technicians, exhibition staff, IT and security, specialized curator, graphic designer, head 
curator, and digital project coordinator. ‘It meant that it would be a project that would 
require another form of digital arrangement than the museum had before. So it was in that 
connection that we made this digital coordination group’ (I 4a). They work on common 
practices and principles that guide the institution’s work with digital mindsets and 
mediation, ‘so we are sure that the whole organization agrees that this is the way we go’ (I 
4b). One of the interviewed museums has developed a written guide for the development 
of new exhibitions and digital projects. And here, the new approach is to avoid ‘digital 
fascination’ by having to present three good arguments for why it should be digital, not 
analogue.  

Another option mentioned is an in-house design team: three interaction designers 
(programming, interaction, film, spatial, image editing), three technicians (sounds, image 
and set up).  

often, when you have exhibitions on this level with such a big task, that you have to 
hire an external partner, an external design studio. But it was decided here at [the 
museum] that it should be done in-house, and that one wants to sit close to the 
competencies that architects, interaction designers, scenographers and the like 
possess, that’s what should be in-house. (I 5)  

 
Hub and spoke  
The other museum formed ‘a group of people from different departments, whose task it is 
to have an overview of our whole digital portfolio, you could say. And advise the 
management, strategical input for the management, analyses, and overall to stick with our 
museum strategy’ (I 6). The group members are comprised of a digital project leader, 
developer, IT-coordinator, curator and consultant for digital, museum professional curator, 
digitization and conservation department and head of digital. While the same museum had 
to cut down on a digital department, which combined technical skills  
 

But we lost 2,5 FTE in development, system administration and the whole digital 
production department, and our last digital producer was fired in the last cost-cutting. 
It has to be said that the museum has cut down very very very much on the digital 
front. (I 6) 
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Outsourced 
As discussed, working with external partners is an established practice in Danish museums, 
not only for exhibitions but in all areas of museum work such as research, restoration, that 
are more or less closely related to the in-house competencies. Digital technologies for 
mediation add another skill-set to this collaboration, and transferrable skills can be the key 
to a successful collaboration with external partners, for example, the ability to evaluate, 
collaborate and make deals with digital bureaus. Having worked in the field for many years, 
one interviewee describes how he drew consequences from those experiences by 
implementing principles for working with external partners:  
 

We have worked with digital projects at other museums and it basically is an 
experience that everyone who works with it – it is part of the museum industry – has 
experienced, where a lot of ships are sent out, just as they leave the harbour, then 
there is no more real contact with them. (I 4b) 

 
Digital collaboration and knowledge sharing 
To work with digital mediation and communication implies a strong sense of sharing ideas 
and communicating your own work to others, for example at conferences. Having those 
digital skills, one might also feel very comfortable doing that online. Two of the interviewees 
have personal blogs where they share their experiences and opinions about working with 
cultural institutions. Another interviewee shares their ideas and the museum’s efforts on 
Medium, an international online publishing platform where professionals from areas such 
as culture, technology, and politics share their thoughts, similarly to a blog format. It seems 
obvious that much communication about digital happen in the digital realm, with an 
exchange of experiences being supported by social media formats such as Facebook groups 
and Twitter. Networking with other museum professionals 
 

There is an extreme openness, there is a great willingness to share knowledge. I talk 
to everybody and we ask each other about things. And I'm also a member of a SoMe, 
Museum Social Media Manager, group on Facebook where there are 3000 museum 
SoMe people who are super serious, many of them are from the US and many other 
countries in the world who share everything, that is, worries and questions and 
problems. (I 6) 

 
Drivers and inspiration 
When institutional priorities are not in favor of digital developments or do not support a 
new mindset, it is up to the museum professionals themselves to initiate the process. For 
some it might be just exciting to be part of exploring new things, testing potentials and setting 
new trends. Finding inspiration in other museum’s projects can also be very direct, as one 
interviewee describes how they first got the idea to adopt a multimedia guide after a visit to 
another museum:  
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In the museums, we steal from each other. I had been to Gothenburg and had seen 
that they had those mini-pads that you could take in your hand, and then you could 
walk around outside […] And I thought that was brilliant. (I 3) 
 

On the institutional level, depending on the digital distribution model and size of the 
museum, knowledge is very closely tied to the individual that works with digital tasks. With 
transforming media landscapes, the individual competencies will also have to adapt if they 
want to keep up with times, or they might be replaced by people with another skill set. 

 
I was a digital front runner some years ago, but now there are younger employees 
here, and we have a very strong strategy around digital media and the use of 
digitization, and to be active on social media than we used to some years ago.  (I 3) 

 
This can be more striking when it comes to small museums, as one employee combines a 
wider range of skills, as one interviewee from a big museum reflects:  
 

But we are also bigger - there are many museums where there is one individual 
employee, if that person disappears, the knowledge can get lost. That definitely 
happens. It also happens here very often, but not in the same way. (I 6) 

 
Institutional success factors  
Describing how museums implemented digital groups or big teams of competencies that 
often are situated externally, they had two decisive factors in common: the museum started 
working on a big new project, or even a whole new museum, for which they received big 
sums in funding. And secondly, the museum management decided that such prioritizations 
will be made as part of that investment. 

At the time of the first introduction of personal computers and electronic registration 
etc., the deciding factors for a quick adaption to new ways of working crystalized, as one 
interview partner describes the development in the beginning of the 1990s. 

 
Suddenly it went crazy fast. That thing with personal competencies, personal interests 
and personal competencies also became a factor. Where to that extent it was also up 
to the individual head of institution to what degree they trained people. (I 1) 

 
How successful, for instance, digital participatory projects can potentially be depends on 
the availability of related skills. One interview partner points out that working with 
reciprocal online communication demands a higher workload, as 
 

It has to be maintained and facilitated, you cannot just open and say ‘we want to have 
your pictures, we want your opinion’, if there is no facilitator that is responsible for 
that. We actually went back to before the digital age and said, we will have some 
evenings, where people can come with their physical objects and talk about them. 
Because that thing with opening such a blog-thing, which we also tried for some of 
our exhibitions, is not very rewarding if you don’t seriously go in and fill it up. (I 3) 
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Riding the digital wave 
 

And it’s either you’re on the wave, or not at all. Some get off the digital completely, 
so then they have to find other ways to distinguish themselves. (I 5) 

Again, emphasized is the idea of digitization being an external force that impacts on the 
museum institutions, a big wave that transforms the sector.  

Another interviewee describes another possibility, not partaking in the wave. As an 
example, he names a recently funded museum project that made an active choice to support 
other types of mediation that support an experience for children to get ‘away from the 
screens’74. Because after many years of techno-optimism, more recent events in the world 
of technology (concerning topics such as privacy and hacking) have also led to a tech-lash, 
making society more aware of and critical towards technology and its impacts. 

One could argue that with more digital maturity, the more a museum has collected 
experiences with what types of narratives and mediation digital technologies can support, 
the more it is an informed choice and a ‘tool’ to achieving what the museum wants to 
communicate to the audience. Interviewees describe this in different levels of decision 
making. Riding the digital wave might be part of the old mindset, however not all institutions 
have the means and digital literacy to have overcome thinking technology first, and content 
secondly.  

 
Uncertainty 
One characteristic that all interview partners have in common is that they all utter feelings 
of uncertainty regarding the future. Both about the unpredictability of technological 
development and their job roles at the museum. The speed at which the field is developing 
as well as the changes this accompanies are themes that have recurred in every interview. 
Even museum professionals who have been working with digital from the beginnings have 
a hard time imagining the future development. 

 
I really don’t know where we are at now. Just as I said earlier, I really do not know 
where the robots come in. That’s after all the next thing. I don’t know when we’ll 
have robots for the first time that will help us in museums. I really don’t know, it is 
all going so fast. (I 3) 

 
This feeling is related to technological developments being external forces that museums 
can only react to. Since many digital efforts in museums are funded externally, they rely on 
external time plans. Once a project is finished, museum professionals often have to find 
other sources for new projects. This way of project-based working brings with it an aspect 
of uncertainty too. 

 
 
 

                                                 
74 (Kunsten 2018) https://kunsten.dk/da/indhold/millionstoette-skal-faa-boern-vaek-fra-skaermene-8816 
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Solutions, transformations, and reactions 
As this analysis has crystalized, Danish museums do not show a clear picture and trend 
towards digital maturity: the main museum in digital mediation has had to cut the digital 
productions team, thus losing in-house competencies and having to return to hiring external 
producers. This has been the norm for small museums with restricted resources. 
Additionally, succession planning, i.e., finding and replacing staff with special skill sets, 
appears to be a challenge, especially for smaller museums.  If having digital literacies in-
house depends too much on a constantly decreasing budget, then other solutions might be 
sought. Some of those models will be explored in the following: 

 
Outsourcing the digital skillsets  
Have been mentioned in the survey several times as external partner, as well as interview 
partner who was part of developing the idea: Midtjyske Museers development council 
‘MMeX’ where especially smaller museums can be supported: 
 

We started to talk about how we could unite our forces? … So we had this idea about 
that just like in the area of conservation you have your conservation workshops – we 
don’t all need to be conservators, and we don’t have to have all the materials that you 
usually have at a workshop – one could use the idea of the conservation workshop 
for the digital arena. (I 3)  

 
The idea behind ‘MMeX’ is that they both offer workshops for several museums to join 
and learn about new possibilities as well as acting as an intermediary between the museums 
and external companies.  
Besides this Danish project, we can find other international examples for collaborations 
between museum professionals and outside competencies, as exemplified by the following 
models. 

 
R&D projects  
‘museum4punkt0’ is a three-year-project nationwide in Germany that develops and 
evaluates digital communication applications and technologies in museums and ‘aims to 
document and analyse the development process, encourages collaboration, and transfers 
workflows to the museum field that have their origin in disciplines such as design, Human‐
Computer Interaction (HCI), or software development’ (Glinka 2018). The projects that 
are developed will be based on open data principles, so that sharing and further 
development are possible. 

Already mentioned several times in this text, the ‘One by one’ project is currently 
working with museums in different parts of the UK, not only conducting research but in 
collaboration developing strategies for the museums’ digital efforts, identifying the 
institutional and individual digital confidence. It draws upon other longitudinal projects, for 
instance ‘Let’s get real’ (Malde and others 2014), a ‘collaborative action research 
programme supports arts and heritage people and organisations to become more relevant, 
resilient and responsive to digital cultural changes’. 
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Merging with interdisciplinary skillsets: Co-working spaces 
Another approach applies the idea of collaboration to the workplace by creating office 
spaces that bring together museum staff with (external) companies working in related 
(tech) fields. By sharing office spaces with producers of their content and technologies, 
museums seek to not only contribute to the exchange of ideas and knowledge but 
moreover as a business model to promote economic growth through innovation. A case 
study with international museums such as ACMI (Australia), New Museum (USA) and 
Te Papa (New Zealand) explores how 

 
[t]hese  spaces  represent  a  significant  cultural  shift  for  museums,  moving  their 
application of digital technologies, and their response to digital culture beyond the 
adoption of a social media policy,  towards  the  adoption  of  innovative  new business 
models that help to diversify  income  streams,  and  demonstrate  the continued 
relevance of museums in an  increasingly  digital  age. (Murphy 2018) 
 

Conclusion 
This article explored and described a field in transition: working in museums means 
defining, creating and reacting to a world in flux. The material shows how over the span of 
only 25 years, a whole new set of skills is part of everyday museum practices and illustrates 
how diverse its implications are.  

On an institutional level, there are different managerial drivers, ways of organizing and 
distributing digital skills across the museums that depend on factors such as size, funding, 
museum type, and mission. Digital mindsets are described as bottom-up approaches that 
can only be fully implemented through management prioritization. Furthermore, much of 
the work and skills related to the production of digital mediation does not lie within the 
institution but is outsourced to external partners.  

On the museum professional level, individual drivers affect how bottom-up approaches 
shape their institution. Individual skill sets depend on whether the museum needs an all-
in-one solution or whether they can afford to hire a specialized team to work in-house. The 
most common skills related to digital mediation are marketing and communication. 
Looking at the job descriptions, those that have ‘digital’ in the title do not seem to 
necessarily work with the technical side of digital mediation. They are connecting, managing 
key positions to coordinate the strategy, the overall operations and manage those working 
with digital skills.  

This study has through its explorative approach contributed to understanding the 
factors, practices, and processes at play when digital mediation is planned, developed and 
used at museums. Emerging and changing job roles are responding to the need for certain 
digital skills to both develop as well as strategize and collaborate with partners. Depending 
on the museum’s institutional priorities, its size, a high amount of digital outputs are created 
externally, so specific digital expertise might not be as important for many museums. More 
importantly, digital literacy is key to being able to collaborate and make deals with external 
digital competencies.  
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Although this analysis did not specifically ask the interviewees about the distribution of 
digital skills within their institutions, descriptions of digital project and production teams in 
big museums, or the description of tasks in a small museum have shown that even within 
this small sample, we can find several models applied.  

Future research could look further into the connections between those institutional 
distributions and skills and how those influence the outputs and outcomes to see how digital 
technologies are viewed through these institutional and individual prisms.  
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Introduction  
According to cultural theory scholar Raymond Williams, “Culture is one of the two or three 
most complicated words in the English language” (2011, 76). And: “participation is an 
evolving concept”, Jenkins, Itō and boyd conclude after many years of scholarly discussions 
about the interplay of participatory culture, technology, and people (2015).   

What we are left with, thus, is a complicated and evolving subject. Frankly, this 
introduction could not sound any more general and abstract; yet, at the same time, it is an 
honest declaration. After having reviewed the literature of participatory activities in 
museums, it became clear that the topic is complex, especially due to its evolving nature. 
Whatever is meant by the term participation varies greatly between disciplines, even within 
disciplines, and seems to be graspable only by means of examples from practice. Against 
the backdrop of this ambiguity, this essay shall be understood as a letting go of previous 
assumptions, in favor of an explorative nature.  

It is not hard to try to find relevance in looking more in-depth into cultural participatory 
practices and what expectations, variations, and impacts might be connected to them. In 
article 27 of the United Nation’s Universal Declaration of Human Rights we learn that 
“everyone has the right freely to participate in the cultural life of the community, to enjoy 
the arts and to share in scientific advancement and its benefits”.75 Museum practitioner and 
theorist Nina Simon, author of the book “The Participatory Museum” states that 
“Particularly for cultural institutions with a mandate to use their collections for public good, 
digitization and accessibility of content has become a top priority” (Simon 2010). Often, 
the way of not only making accessible but also useable and relevant is through different 
participatory projects, where the public is invited to freely use the digitized collections for 
their individual purposes.  

Yet, the often normative topic of participation also brings out critical voices that 
question the actual outcomes. Having collected many years of experience with digital 
mediation, museum professional Seb Chan, notes that “These days, Google Arts & Culture 
does a better job than most museums at providing broader access to more collections for a 
general ‘curious’ online public — and they’ve usefully connected up access to most of the 
‘greatest hits’ anyway. And we also know that the majority of visitors to our websites are 
looking for ‘visiting information’, not long tail of collections” (Chan 2017). Although 
Google Arts & Culture76 claims to be for the public good, this quote shows the complex 
reality a museum institution finds itself within, either collaborating with big multinational 
companies or opting out without equal financial resources, with the imminent danger of 
investing in features or initiatives that remain without great impact.   

A study on Danish museums’ use of social media for participation came to the 
conclusion that ‘Unquestioned evangelism, hype and unreflected inclusion of social media 
could end up having the reverse effect, simply paying lip service to the social obligations of 

                                                 
75 (“Universal Declaration of Human Rights” 2015) 
76 Founded in 2011, the Google Cultural Institute is a not-for-profit initiative that partners with cultural 
organizations to bring the world’s cultural heritage online. We build free tools and technologies for the 
cultural sector to showcase and share their gems, making them more widely accessible to a global audience. 
(“About the Google Cultural Institute” 2019) 
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the museum’ (Baggesen 2014, 128). Participation might then just be an ‘empty ritual’ 
(Arnstein 1969), where the institution does not distribute its power equally, but trying to 
fulfill paradigms without truly being interested in the immediate outcomes of the 
involvement of other parties. 

This essay serves as a way of exploring and examining what participation means in 
connection to digital museum mediation in 2017. In order to find out what the (potential) 
outcomes of digital participation could be. So that we can understand the ways in which 
digital participation actually can be successful in terms of democratization and 
empowerment, confronting established issues such as institutional authority. 

On the topic of institutional facilitation of participatory activities online, Jenny Kidd 
suggests that a certain frame alignment needs to exist in order to facilitate ‘successful 
participation’.  

 
Without such alignment, museums run the risk of alienating, frustrating, 
appropriating or dis-empowering through the very media whose rhetoric of 
democracy, community and inclusion they have found so seductive. (Kidd 2011, 73) 

 
For my approach, I want to hold on to the idea of a frame alignment, since the overall 
research aim for my dissertation is to conduct an evaluation, hence asking more critically, 
do the museums’ digital activities lead to something purposeful, productive, even desirable? 

The essay seeks to fulfill two main objectives: part one explores and extend the concept 
of participation, to include various platforms, actors, and projects, in order to find a 
common ‘digital’ thread to ways of mediating and facilitating participation. The subject of 
analysis, including the cases described, are on one hand from applications and project 
descriptions (as part of the Mediation Pool 1 (Formidlingspulje 1) which I have collected 
as part of a mapping, presented in my first article. The public funds were distributed 
between 2007-2013. This part covers an important era of digital mediation evolution since 
that is when the majority of public investments were made.  

The point of this analysis is, however, to draw a picture of digital museum participation 
until now – so I have chosen to collect additional examples from ongoing projects, to 
highlight more recent practices, those might be more international examples for the lack of 
Danish activities. Those newer examples are presented in part two of this article. I will 
conduct a frame analysis based on Jenny Kidd’s exploration of digital museum engagement 
on social media in the UK (2011) with examples from Danish museum practice. I will 
weave different examples of digital participation together, to discuss and draw a picture of 
the various influences, activities, and actors involved in such practices. As such, the aim is 
to collect accounts from practice and conceptualize of types of digital participatory museum 
mediation in Denmark.  
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PART ONE 
 

Participation paradigm 
Attesting to a ‘participation paradigm’ in both academia and cultural politics (i.e., 
Livingstone 2013; Sørensen 2016), scholars seem to agree on a new agenda and focus of 
interest. In these publications, it seems to be a given that participation and the digital should 
be connected – if not even attributing the steady rise of participatory practices to 
technological development.  This discourse has been ongoing for several years now, often 
with a critical stance towards the actual activities, contents, and frames of participation. 
However, as Livingstone also points out, there is an underlying normative attitude to 
participation as an ideal driver for (the development of) a democratic society. The hitherto 
unresolved question is: can participation facilitated by public institutions indeed be equal, 
resulting in the associated outcomes and impacts such as empowerment and 
democratization? Moreover, if there is a power imbalance, should the ideal of participation 
still be pursued? 
 
The museum as a democratizing driver  
Traditionally, a museum’s role in society was defined by the idea of Enlightenment, of 
making accessible and passing on the selected cultural heritage to the nation’s citizens, partly 
to strengthen the nation’s identity. This description of the museum as a driving force for 
the development of a democratic society, where the citizens are empowered through 
knowledge and access to crucial information, has been part of the institution’s role for a 
long time, as British museologist Eilean Hooper-Greenhill describes: 
 

This process of democratization involved a redistribution of wealth and, importantly, 
of access to knowledge. It also involved the dissemination of the ideals of democracy. 
The ‘treasure’ which found its way into the public museums of Europe and the New 
World became a means of communicating democratic ideals. In France, the Louvre, 
which opened in 1793, was one of the means by which the ideals of post-
Revolutionary democracy were constructed and disseminated. (Hooper-Greenhill 
1992, 171–73) 
 

What a country defines as democratic ideals also influence the view of a museum’s function 
within that state. However, as the quote also shows, expectations of democratization have 
historically not been directly associated with participation, engagement, and involvement, 
but rather with dissemination and access.  
The Danish Museum Act describes the museums’ official responsibilities in Denmark. The 
three main responsibilities are according to the Act:  
 

1. to actualize knowledge about the cultural and natural heritage and make it 
accessible and relevant, 2. to develop the application and meaning of cultural 
and natural heritage for citizens and society, and 3. safeguard cultural and 
natural heritage for future use.  (Bekendtgørelse Af Museumsloven 2014, 
author's translation) 
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The annotations further mention that ”The museums’ societal role shall be strengthened, 
and the museums shall contribute to the society’s development and general education by 
means of experiences, learning, critical reflection and citizenship”.77 Especially the latter 
part of the museum’s responsibilities mentioned here, namely critical reflection and 
citizenship can both be understood as part of public participation.  

The participation paradigm in cultural policy introduced the expectation that museums 
help fulfill this ideal of democratization through public participation. This advent of the 
participatory paradigm brought along an urge for the democratization of the museum 
organizations themselves (e.g., Runnel and Pruulmann-Vengerfeldt 2014). Hence, 
supporting the idea that one cannot expect the museum institutions to be ‘true’ democratic 
drivers unless the organization itself has equal and democratic internal structures and 
processes.  

 
Authority versus participation?  

 
Museums, for all of their responsiveness to the new museology, notwithstanding their 
concentration on access, diversity and multiplicity, are struggling to negotiate and 
accept the challenge to their authority that the project of “becoming social” entails. 
(Kidd 2011, 72) 
 

The participatory potential of cultural heritage institutions and their digital activities has 
been analyzed in previous studies, often with a relativizing, sobering conclusion (Valtysson 
2015; Kidd 2011; Pruulmann-Vengerfeldt and Aljas 2014; Gronemann, Kristiansen, and 
Drotner 2015; Baggesen 2014). These studies concerning institutionally facilitated 
participation practices conclude that the institutions do not want to or are not ready to give 
up their role as sole authority, and thus remain in control of an interaction that is supposed 
to be equal and two-way. What the majority of the studies observe is a disparity between 
participatory potentials and the actual facilitation thereof by the institutions. This disparity 
is, according to the authors, caused by the lack of opportunities given to the audience to 
actually contribute to the activities in a more long-term and meaningful way.  

Furthermore, problematizing one of the main means of digital participatory museum 
communication with their audiences, namely social media78, constraints such as social 
media’s commercial nature, data mining and privacy issues “question the apparent trends 
to de-institutionalize and de-professionalize the producer dimensions” (Drotner and 
Schrøder 2013, 3).  

Yet, attesting to a steadily changing relationship between audience and museums, the 
museums’ authority is continuously open for renegotiation as well. A general development 
in the museum world that strives to seek the ideals of new museology (as prominently 
proposed by Peter Vergo) also means a need for an organizational change within the 

                                                 
77 Author’s translation, https://slks.dk/museer/museernes-arbejdsopgaver/formidling/ (accessed: 19.06.2017) 
78 (Nesta and ACE 2017, 17) and later verified by my web survey results.  
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institutions. A British study has however shown that ‘(…) structural constraints and defensive 
mechanisms can limit the extent to which the intentions and expectations of the ‘new 
museology’ can be practically implemented in museums’ (McCall and Gray 2014, 32). So, 
one could conclude that there is both the need and the will to for organizational change, 
which might be slower in practice than what cultural policy and scholarly literature have 
expected. 

Shifting the attention from users only to the other party involved in a participatory 
activity, Jenny Kidd states that, ‘if digital is going to be an increasingly large part of the 
participatory paradigm, then we need to ask who it will be in the hands of’ (Kidd 2014, 13). 

In recent years, there has been a (renewed) public discourse about museums’ role as 
information provider, and independent spaces for research, conservation, and mediation 
(against the backdrop of discourses around fake news). A twitter campaign called 
#MuseumsAreNotNeutral gained some attention since 2017, evoked by a public discourse 
about fake news, more extreme politics, and social issues. The call is for museums to 
‘act[ing] as agents of positive change’79 and drivers for social justice. The institution’s 
neutrality is questioned, and subjectivity in favor of social and political activism is favored. 
This idea is similar to Sonia Livingstones urge for ‘less exclusion’ and ‘more responsive 
civic [and cultural] institutions’ (2013a, 24). 

Similar discourses about the museums’ responsibilities in modern society - 
predominantly online - involve museum researchers, journalists, but also more and more 
museum employees (often leaders) themselves, who have their say on current issues80. 
Personal opinions are easily facilitated by social media, such as twitter – but the line between 
personal opinion and public, institutional accounts is increasingly blurred.  

Certainly, museum directors were heard before, for instance by giving lectures in their 
museums, or by writing columns and articles in (the culture section of) newspapers. 
However, making one’s opinion public in the digital age is different in two respects: reach 
and visibility. 

 
This visibility is also why it's often hard to untangle participatory culture from new 
media. On the one hand, this new visibility increases the impact of participatory 
practices, expanding their reach and scope, and accelerating their circulation. 
(Jenkins, Itō, and boyd 2015, 185)  
 

What Jenkins et al. describe here is non-institutional participation – however, it is essential 
to stress that digital participation is too often immediately connected to new media as if 
digital could be used interchangeably with new or even social media. Research on this topic 
should not be lured in by this ease of access to publicly visible and accessible discourses 
while missing out other relevant aspects of digital participation practices.  

                                                 
79 https://artmuseumteaching.com/2017/08/31/museums-are-not-neutral/ 
80 E.g., https://www.nytimes.com/2017/10/08/arts/design/queens-museum-laura-raicovich-daca.html 
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The topic of digital participation is in constant change, its development driven by the 
evolution of the technologies and their socio-cultural role, use, and appropriation. That is 
why, even when I write about this subject that has been of interest for roughly ten years, 
digital participation implied different activities in 2010 (e.g., only one museum in Denmark 
used Twitter) to now in 2017, where a multitude of platforms is available.  

 
Classifying participation 
I see the topics of participation, digital, and museums connected to a plethora of 
phenomena, which invite more questions regarding manifestations: What are its potentials 
and challenges, what are the characteristics that define participation on a cultural political 
level, translated into practice through museum institutions? And, to what extent can heritage 
institutions such as museums even facilitate ‘real’ participation for a change in the 
community’s lives?  

What has proven to be rather helpful throughout this exploration is a simple, yet very 
clarifying distinction between different forms of participation, alluding to the different actors 
and processes included; a distinction between a) public, b) social and c) individual 
participation (Brodie, Cowling, and Nissen 2009). This type of distinction is often implied, 
yet not stated clearly in the literature. This classification includes overlaps and reciprocal 
influences. Overall, it sums up different actors and goals of participation.  

As an example, when Nina Simon writes about the ‘Participatory Museum’, she focuses 
on the institution’s potential to facilitate social participation among its audience, going from 
‘me to we’. Looking at participation through the lens of museum missions and cultural 
policy, the ulterior goal is public participation: a public institution enabling and empowering 
the nation’s citizens to be able to partake in democracy and civic activities. Individual 
participation in this context is based on the audience’s motivations – and one might 
speculate that in the context of digital museum mediation that individual participation, also 
called everyday politics, might be the choices the audience makes on, e.g. what institution 
to visit, whether to engage in activities provided by the museum, or clicking ‘like’ and 
commenting on content made available online. In this essay, I will however not analyze the 
audience’s perspective, due to the focus on the institutional perspective. 

 
A multiplicity of concepts of participation and its translations 
Participation is an umbrella term. In general, participation can be understood as an evolving 
concept (Jenkins, Itō, and boyd 2015), which over time included different practices and 
movements, which manifest through different channels and technologies.  

Two trends emerge in the literature around this topic: the individual cultural ‘user’ 
engaging in already existing practices that rely on user-involvement on the one hand. On a 
more democracy, counter-culture level, we have empowering, emancipating participation. 
Undoubtedly, both can be combined, and in a memory institution context, one can claim 
that one form of participation can lead to the other, supporting individuals through 
participatory practices in being active and informed citizens.  

There is an increasing interest in research, investigating the different forms of 
engagement and predominantly public and social participation a museum as a public 
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institution can facilitate, seemingly testing the democratic potentials of museums to support 
its audience as active citizens. This interest is also at the centre of Our Museum’s research 
aims.  

Following the claims made in the literature, the museums might have a double 
democratizing role: to democratize itself as an institution, opening up to its visitors, while 
at the same time democratizing the public through communication while making digitized 
cultural heritage available.  

 
What do we mean by participation in a Danish context? 
It has proven to be more complicated than expected to work on this topic in a multi-lingual 
way: a direct translation from Danish to English is not possible without loss or alteration of 
the meaning. This is of course, on the one hand, a big obstacle to this type of research. On 
the other hand, it forces the researcher to be even more precise and deliberate about the 
use of the different terms that are connected to ‘participation’.  

Based on the aforementioned mapping of cultural political publications, I analyzed the 
selected documents81 concerning the overall goals that museums are expected to fulfill in 
relation to participation. I used the analysis software NVivo to conduct a structured analysis 
on the occurrence of the word ‘participation’ in cultural-political documents, which in 
Danish includes the terms: ’brugerinddragelse’, ‘inddragelse’, ‘involvering’ and I also 
included the term ‘deltagelse’ to cover a wider understanding of what ‘participation’ could 
imply. No one term was used distinctively more than others. This might simply be due to 
the fact that in Danish, the term ‘participation’ does not exist in its form as it does in the 
English language, where it implies a multitude of meanings. However, the analysis did not 
lead to any main terms that might lead to a better understanding of the term in the Danish 
context. What we can find in the literature is often merely anecdotal descriptions of user 
engagement and participatory activities – however, many of the descriptions actually focus 
on different phenomena within participation.  

In his article about cultural political quality and participation, Danish cultural theorist 
Casper Hvenegaard Rasmussen (2015) explores three sub-categories to participation, which 
in the Danish language are easier to distinguish and can also help in this essay to show the 
multifaceted nature of user-participation: ‘deltagelse’, ‘dialog’ (dialogue), and ‘indflydelse’ 
(influence). Since my research is focused on Danish museum mediation, I find it helpful 
to use terms that are closest to the actual practices. Working with these models, 
unfortunately, does not necessarily help making the term more precise, due to differences 
in language. The first subcategory, ‘deltagelse’, would be directly translated to 
‘participation’. Thus, such a distinction is harder to draw in the English language.  

A research project from Sweden uses the term ‘engagement’ to describe participation 
through social media (Laurell 2016). The research focuses on quantitative indicators of user 
participation as facilitated by social media. It is in this understanding of the term, that I 
would translate ‘deltagelse’ as ‘engagement’. In contrast to that, Jenny Kidd uses the term 

                                                 
81 List in article one, table 1. 
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‘engagement’, but certainly also including participatory processes, not just clicks and likes. 
It becomes clear, in this short exploration of the term participation, that its uses vary greatly.   

Moreover, participation is also used in terms of ‘cultural participation’ or ‘participation 
in the arts’ which often means attendance. This is the one meaning I want to exclude from 
this essay’s scope. 

The reason I choose to hold on to the term participation comes from the use of its 
adjective: participatory. When used as an adjective, it describes the actions, activities, and 
processes (e.g., Nina Simon’s book The Participatory Museum) rather than participation 
as a means in itself, or to attract visitors. In such, there is, for example, no concepts called 
‘engaging culture’ (vs. participatory culture), so it seems that the participatory aspect is used 
more often to include reciprocal practices. Again, the guiding question here is: ‘participate 
in what?’, alluding to (social) processes and activities.  
 
In order to explore the meaning of participation in relation to cultural heritage and 
museums, I want to look at how other theorists have used the term – and through what 
other concepts and terms one might be able to draw distinctions. Developing this thought 
further, I will firstly take a quick look at the two main drivers for participation discussed in 
the literature: Participatory culture and digital platforms. Both exist without one dominant 
actor that tries to influence the content of the activities82. According to Jenkins, most of the 
participatory culture is ‘grassroots’ and ‘amateur’ (2008, 174-175). Digital technologies or 
platforms have been largely accepted as facilitators and drivers of participatory ways of 
communicating and interacting with another. 

However, examples such as Twitter and Facebook are not defined by its content or a 
distinct goal that is connected with the distribution of such content (apart from the obvious 
commercial purposes of those platforms). To their users, they merely offer a channel, a 
forum, a platform for exchange. If participation can successfully exist without a moderating 
institution, one might ask why museums are trying to step into this ongoing process.  
Judging from surveys on the use of digital in cultural institutions (Nesta and ACE 2017), 
two different main goals for using social platforms can be detected: 

1) Marketing. Here, the museum as an economic organization seeks strategies to reach 
out to existing and new audiences. Participation is a strategy that makes traditional 
marketing communication more approachable, in that it involves the audience through 
the possibility to reply, contribute, and share. The most common digital way to reach 
out is social media.  

2) Educational Mandate. The museum’s general role in society as a facilitator of cultural 
heritage and democratic values. In order to support the democratization of culture, 
institutions have to reach out, open up, and be in dialogue with the public. Here, the 
possibilities are more varied, since participation can be facilitated both on the 
individual, social, and public level.  

                                                 
82 Due to space-restrictions, I am allowing myself to leave out the discussion of commercial, market-driven 
influences on digital platforms.  
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For a more general analysis, we can try to understand the reasons why institutions would 
encourage and facilitate participation from two perspectives, which sometimes intertwine: 

A) As a means to an end:  
Audience development: both Marketing and Democracy 
Public Participation 
Participation for impact (society and its development) 
Goal towards democratisation, civic empowerment, enlightenment  
 

B) As a means in itself:  
Interaction, learning, involvement, engagement 
Individual & Social Participation 
User-involvement 

      Engagement (& Small Acts of Engagement 
 
Different actors, relationships, and modes of interaction 
In the publication Memorandum on the museums’ mediation 2006 (Udredning om 
museernes formidling), we can find different examples for participation, which possibly 
include not just interaction between the museum and the audience, but also naturally 
between individual users. In this regard, it is beneficial to look at the actors involved in 
cultural participation through the lens of communities, thus social participation.  

Considering cultural political aims, there is another level, in which user-involvement 
(brugerinddragelse) is desired, namely participatory design processes (formative, and 
evaluative).  This is for example mentioned in the application requirements for one of the 
public funds, namely the Mediation Pool 1, where it states that: ‘The project applies user-
involvement for the development of mediation’. This is, in fact, the only part where 
participatory activities are mentioned as part of the criteria for a successful application. So 
since around 2006, cultural political agendas have already aimed at more collaborative 
participation, involving both museum employees and the audience to develop something 
new together. In this case, it included user-involvement in the development of mediation, 
thus, inclusion into a museum’s ‘behind the scenes’ work on museography. Danish 
researchers Mygind, Hällman, and Bentsen define participatory exhibition development 
based on insights from a study on the co-production of exhibitions by Sue Davies (2010): 

 
Participatory exhibition development refers to actively involving individuals who are 
not part of the museum staff in different stages of exhibition development, such as 
narration and idea generation, object selection, exhibition space and overall concepts 
and approaches (Mygind, Hällman, and Bentsen 2015, 117, italics in original)  

 

We can thus say that the collaboration frame is supported and demanded by Danish 
cultural policy. In the instance mentioned, where user-involvement is directly connected to 
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museum practice, we see an urge for the opening up of the institution itself, to share 
responsibilities and competencies with the public.  
Digital participatory projects in Danish museums  
This section will explore some exemplary cases, which I selected from the previous 
mapping of publicly funded digital projects from the Mediation Pool 1(as presented in 
article one), since it specifically supported user-involvement in the project development. 
They are unique projects in that they focused on the development of a digital project, not 
necessarily connected to a specific exhibition, renovation, or other major museographic 
decisions. 

Throughout this phase until 2013, where public funds were dedicated specifically to 
digital mediation, I was able to trace a certain development in mediation strategies or goals, 
parallel to more general (i.e., not just technologically facilitated) mediation strategies (cf. 
Hvenegaard Rasmussen 2016). 

The first mention of participation in this sample is from 2010 by the art museum 
Thorvaldsens Museum. Here, the museum describes a project that is based on user 
collaboration, involving users into the design process for digital mediation tools. In the 
evaluation report, the museum writes that the goal was “through user-collaboration to 
develop new, digital mediation inititatives, that unfold themes and try out an understanding 
of mediation that has been defined by the users themselves” (“Skema til videndeling om 
museumsformidling”, Thorvaldsens Museum 2010). 
In 2011, a project that included visitors and especially non-visitors in areas such as 
collection and curatorial practice was developed by the Copenhagen City Museum. The 
Wall (VÆGGEN), an interactive project that attracted a lot of interest due to its innovative 
approach of putting a digital (yet physical) installation in different parts of Copenhagen in 
order to reach out to all citizens, which then could contribute with their own digital material 
about the city and their personal (hi)stories. The project was placed in different parts of the 
city, and based on learnings from the previous placement, they concluded that the new 
project  

should among others embed the project better in the museum and avoid that the 
group of young people turned too much into a satellite character, simultaneously with 
trying to achieve a real competency development for everyone invlolved. (Staun and 
Giersing 2012) 

 
The same year saw another project that actively sought the contribution and collaboration 
from citizens: a participatory collection- and mediation project, where the museum 
Denmarks Rockmuseum (now Ragnarock) had not yet been opened but started involving 
non-professionals early on to collect stories and materials through digital communication 
on social media. “The users contribute to the overall narration about Danish rock history 
by uploading images, sound, film and personal anecdotes from precisely their city or 
favorite places” (Hansen and Madsen 2012).  

Another example that includes digital forms of participation is an archeological 
excavation that was transmitted to ten museums (facilitated by De Kulturhistoriske Museer 
i Holstebro Kommune), so that visitors could not only watch but also be in dialog with the 



Article Four: Paradigm for Practice? Exploring the plethora of Digital Participatory Activities in Museums. 

180 
 

archeologists about their research. ‘The opportunity to be a visitor to an excavation without 
actually being there will appeal broadly, not only to the already interested museum guests 
but also to the citizens who do not otherwise visit museums’ (Krants 2015). 

Buzzwords such as participation, involvement, co-creation and user-driven interactive 
experience have entered the museums’ expectations of what the digital can contribute to 
their cultural mediation. These examples show that participation can be facilitated through 
various other technologically mediated activities, not just social media. Those activities can 
be related to different parts of a museum’s work, such as acquisition, research, curatorial 
practice, and communication. 

The examples highlight two aspects: participation as activity, where it is not only about 
dialog, but also collaboration and contribution from all involved parties. Second, digital 
participation does not necessarily equal social media. Many of the digital projects actually 
involve meeting up, interacting with both technology and other people.  In these cases, the 
digital technology is used more as a facilitator and gateway than an actual forum. 

The audience can contribute to certain areas of museum work that had been exclusive 
before, such as contributing with their own material to new exhibitions, or asking questions 
and getting involved around exhibition-related topics. The museum visitor is now taken 
into consideration as part of not only cultural mediation, but moreover as a contributor, a 
participant in museum practice and cultural heritage. The examples from project 
descriptions about participation are still not as common as the ones based on a visitor-
centered, but one-way type of mediation. Still, digital mediation is seen as a possible tool 
for participatory and engaging mediation processes. The idea that a digital tool facilitates 
debate and discussion is then also connected to the physical space, supporting social 
interactions at or outside the museum.   

 
 

PART TWO 
 
 

Participatory frames  
As mentioned before, Jenny Kidd defines three organizational frames for social media 
activity, which will also guide this analysis: Marketing, Inclusivity, and Collaborative. 
Besides these content-related frames, she defines a fourth one, the technological frame, to 
describe what is afforded by the technology. This last frame gains importance in Kidd’s 
analysis, since ‘Whether that technological frame, as we might call it, is mastered, 
misunderstood or subjugated is key to analysing whether and if “frame alignment” is 
achievable, or even (always) desirable’ (Kidd 2011, 67). Kidd’s framework is useful and 
relevant since it takes into account the content and actors of participation (or engagement), 
but also the affordances of the digital platforms, which, in fact, frame the participants’ 
expectations towards the nature of the interaction.  

However, as part of my focus on museum mediation, I will choose to replace the 
marketing frame with an institutional frame. This keeps the focus on the museum’s overall 
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goals while relativizing the weight of marketing by adding to it the educational mandate and 
mission-related goals. Furthermore, the institutional frame shall include and value the role 
of museum staff, since I assume there to be no successful frame alignment if the institution 
itself does not act as a part that is interested in this kind of exchange.  

The method of frame analysis is based on sociologist Erwing Goffman’s frame analytic 
perspective of ‘schemata of interpretation’ (Goffman 1974, ix:21), and extended by the 
concept of ‘frame alignment’ (Snow et al. 1986), which was developed to look further into 
participation in social movement organisations (SMO). Frame alignment describes ‘the 
linkage of individual and SMO interpretive orientations, such that some set of individual 
interests, values and beliefs and SMO activities, goals, and ideology are congruent and 
complementary’ (Snow et al. 1986, 464). This frame analytic perspective, which focuses on 
alignment supports the exploration of participatory practices, since  

 
When frame alignment is achieved, a user will better understand the context for the 
activity, what is expected of them, how their contribution will be valued and crucially 
how it will be ‘institutionalised’ (Kidd 2011, 72). 

 
In the following section, I will assign examples from recent participatory digital museum 
practice to the aforementioned participatory frames by Kidd, having replaced the marketing 
frame with an institutional frame. 
 

Collaboration 
A recent project that includes digital participation in newer forms such as a ‘digitization 
workshop’ (Digitaliseringsværksted) is the makerspace ‘STORM 20’, which is connected 
to more than one cultural institution, one of which is the Copenhagen Museum.  

One of their goals is to ‘help citizens digitize their own (hi)stories, and eventually let 
them be included in the cultural history collections’ (“Nyt format for brug af historie og 
kunst i København” 2017). 

Another example for participatory activities facilitated through the digitization of 
cultural heritage is ‘Hack4DK’, an annual event organized by the Agency for Palaces and 
Culture (under the Ministry of Culture). It is a social event, where mostly tech-savvy people 
gather for a weekend in order to create new programs, ideas and various projects with 
digitized material provided by Danish cultural institutions.  
In both examples, the physical and digital sphere are connected, and both space and 
materials are provided to those interested in engaging with cultural heritage by creating 
something new. Collaboration happens on both levels: by providing the setting, institutions 
invite the public to collaborate with them. At the same time, people are encouraged to 
collaborate with each other within that setting. And most importantly, they ‘co-produce the 
narratives of the museum in ways which are (potentially) more radical and profound’ (Kidd 
2011, 70). The products of such activities however often remain with the public and will 
only ‘eventually’ be included in the institutions' collections.  
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Inclusivity frame 
With #smkchasingsilence, The National Gallery of Denmark has in 2017 created a hashtag 
that connects the museum’s official Instagram account and exhibited collections of 
Hammershøi to visitors’ personal pictures of situations that allude to the style of a 
Hammershøi painting. If an Instagram user thus chooses to participate in this playful 
interpretation of art, they will through that hashtag also be included in SMK’s official 
Instagram representation and a wider community that appreciates such art. The platform 
Instagram is based on visual aesthetics and thus seems on a technological level appropriate 
for such an approach to engaging with art and sharing one’s personal interpretation. 
 
Both inclusivity and collaborative frame 
The project SMK Open defines its main goal as the opening up of and making accessible 
their digitized collections with creative commons or public domain licenses. The museum 
acts as a facilitator for the use and distribution of digitized cultural heritage, which includes 
different platforms and activities to facilitate and work with different groups as catalysts and 
promoters for the creative use and reuse of digitized materials. The shift from participatory 
activity as a goal in itself to a letting go of control over their collection to support free use of 
the collection beyond measurable results. 

Currently, initiatives that seek to promote the active use, sharing and re-use of digitized 
cultural heritage set a big focus on the active audience that will not only have access to digital 
material and communication but is also encouraged to contribute to cultural heritage 
through a creative (re-)use of digitized cultural heritage. It might be initiatives such as 
Sharing is Caring, Europeana, and various hackathon events that seek to accomplish the 
goals cited at the beginning of this essay, fulfilling their mandate to use their collections for 
the public good. It is interesting to note that the initiatives mentioned are based on the 
digitized material more than a certain narrative or fixed activity. The participatory potential 
here lies not in the facilitated process itself, but might only follow afterward, whenever the 
material is applied.  

 
Institutional frame 
Another interesting case is #askacurator, which is an annual activity on Twitter, Instagram 
and Facebook where institutions all over the world sign up and thereby make themselves 
available to questions as ‘a way to talk to curators and people who work in cultural venues 
you normally don’t have access to’ (Dixon 2013), creating digital access to the institutions’ 
behind the scenes work.  

This day of supporting open online dialogues between institutions and the public is 
seen as a success, as hundreds of institutions worldwide sign up for #askacurator. There 
were six Danish museums that participated in 2017. A recent analysis of the data shows, 
that although the number of institutions has decreased, the number of interactions and 
tweets has gone significantly up: ‘In 2018, one-third of the museums generated half of the 
interactions achieved in the 2017 edition: the official institutional participation has 
decreased, but user participation has increased.’ (Filippo Tansini 2018). A big part of this 
online communication happens between the institutions, where they ask each other 
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questions about their practices or objects from their collections, etc. Followers of the 
hashtag do not necessarily have to contribute to the conversations; they can also just read 
what curators talk about between each other. Still, the willingness to be transparent and 
open to questions shows a certain attitude from the participating institutions. 

There are overlaps between the different frames, yet the cases serve to highlight the 
frames’ individual relevance.  
In summing up, there are two trends that have crystalized in the more recent examples: 
1) Stepping back and facilitating participation and cultural production for communities. 
2) An increase (at least in visibility) in participation between museum employees online. 
 
Technological frame 
One could argue that after some more years of working with social media and participation 
practice, at least some institutions have understood the technological frame better. And by 
that, have learned to facilitate a more natural use of the available media. What is obvious 
in this context, is that the organization have chosen to reach out to their audiences through 
channels that already exist – social media such as Facebook, Instagram, twitter come with 
their own practices that are established through their own affordances and uses. That is why 
in those cases the frame alignment with the technological frame itself has proven to be so 
important, especially when trying to achieve a user-driven activity.  

However, through these channels, the audience in itself is predefined (not every citizen 
uses social media). Democratization in the sense of reaching out to new audiences, is in 
that sense thus also limited. The public sphere that is twitter, Facebook or Instagram is 
naturally limited by the networks’ reach. One could argue that it still potentially opens up a 
public sphere that the physical museum space would have never reached, especially in 
terms of numbers of participants. In both cases, it is still only a certain fragment of the 
public sphere that is (potentially) activated.  

So in the examples from the project descriptions, we can find forms of participation, 
in the sense that the audience is invited to partake in cultural activities, in some cases to be 
part of production and curation. They point to the frames of collaboration and inclusivity. 
The goal of these majority of the participatory activities are not so much directed at 
citizenship, but more a strategy to engage and include visitors and potential visitors in 
exhibitions, collections, and general museum practice, hence social participation. One 
could however argue, that engagement with the collection is an outcome, and 
empowerment ultimately the impact that digital participation practices have. In short, in 
promoting social participatory practices, the ultimate goal or impact might be public 
participation. 

 
Concluding remarks 
What I have tried to sketch here are the hopefully first examples of a new trend towards a 
museum world that itself is in transformation.  
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When Nina Simon wrote about the Participatory Museum, she raised awareness for 
the fact that the participatory potential of a museum comes from the people that work at 
the museums.  

One aim of this essay was to explore the digital facilitation of participation. In that 
institutional frame, a change or development that is at the least more visible than before, 
but perhaps also an actual driver of change, is the interconnectedness of museums, museum 
staff and audiences. That is why I will argue that Simon’s depiction of a participatory 
institution now could look more like this: a multitude of possible connections, between and 
beyond institutions, audiences. 

Another - not as easy to trace - possibility of interacting with the museum in a digital 
realm would be digitized cultural heritage or collections. Looking for the “digital” in 
participation could hence be to attest to new and/or stronger connections beyond 
institutions and technologies. Obstacles still remain, as cultural institutions are for example 
still dealing with the fact that their audiences are mostly well-educated, higher-income 
citizens, which means that a large part of the population is not included in this assumption 
of reaching the whole public for the greater good.  

When Danish museum scholar Rikke Baggesen concludes that ‘the reason may be a 
convergence of political and museological objectives with perceived social media 
affordances’ (Baggesen 2014, 128), a comparison to both institutional and technological 
frames is a given. Frames concerning content, collaboration, and inclusivity, have been 
proven to be rather normative or performative rather than successful participation in many 
of the studies/analyses published on this subject. We might conclude from previous 
research, that a frame alignment between technological and institutional frames are easier 
achievable than frames related to content and the reception thereof.  

What I have tried to avoid in this essay is a techno-centric view of digital participation. 
The focus must remain on the activities, the actors and the outcomes and ultimately 
impacts. Hence, highlighting the activities and contents instead of the technologies is key to 
understanding the nature of participation, as media scholar Henry Jenkins concludes: 
 

I do not think technologies are participatory; cultures are. Technologies may be 
interactive in their design; they may facilitate many-to-many communications; they 
may be accessible and adaptable to multiple kinds of users; and the may encode 
certain values through their terms of use and through their interfaces. But, ultimately, 
those technologies get embraced and deployed by people who are operating in 
cultural contexts that may be more or less participatory. (Jenkins, Itō, and boyd 2015, 
11–12)                           
 

Having established that the use of the term ‘participation’ throughout literature, cultural 
policy documents and importantly also across languages is highly ambiguous, I have also 
sought to clarify participatory practices by applying a classification distinguishing between 
individual, social and public participation. Furthermore, by conducting a frame analysis on 
digital mediation projects over a period of the last seven years, I have shown that 
collaboration and inclusivity are facilitated by different means of digital mediation. A recent 
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trend in scholarly literature focusing on the potential and challenges of social media in 
mediating participation might have contributed to the belief that it is the only form of digital 
participatory practice in the museum world. However, this is not exclusively the case – I 
suspect the inherent nature of publicly accessible communication via social media, which 
enhances its visibility tremendously, to be the reason for that focus of attention.  
 
In the following, I will sum up the digital participatory practices by technology or platforms: 

A) Social media and terminals: communicating the museum message with possibility 
to add, comment and share; participate in dialogue and reflection (inclusivity 
frame). Here, the focus is on communication, not necessarily on objects or 
collections. Social media and terminals do enable the audience to be part of the 
museum narrative, be it online or in the exhibitions. Social media can be used to 
reach out to the audience (independent of their status of ‘visitor’ or ‘non-visitor’), 
in order to facilitate other forms of museum practice such as exhibition 
development, curatorial practice, research or acquisition. This sort of use leads up 
to a collaboration frame. 

B) Digitized collections: participate in curation, documentation (collaboration frame). 
When we take the digitized collections as starting point, once made accessible in 
terms of copyright (open access, public domain, creative commons, etc.), a free use 
and re-use of the digital heritage is made possible.  

C) Makerspaces, hacks: participate in creative production, use and reuse of digitized 
heritage (collaboration frame). 
 

An important distinction to draw is the question of whether participation is seen as a goal 
and activity in itself, or whether it is understood as a result of such practice. For, if 
understood as a result, it might have more long-lasting impacts, since it is not restricted to 
mere outputs. 

One could still ask whether the full participatory potential is used and whether 
especially the critical side of a participatory dialogue between institution and user is made 
possible, given that the communication structures still seem controlled by the institutions 
that themselves are neither fully democratic nor following the principles of new museology. 
However, on a more positive note, I have shown examples of institutions and maybe more 
importantly individual museum workers that are opening up and reaching out to the public, 
thereby giving room for not only user-participation but also an exchange between 
organizations, beyond hierarchies and strict distinctions between audience-institution roles.  
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5 | 
CONCLUDING ANALYSIS AND DISCUSSION 

 

 

 

Chapter introduction 
The four articles have established a depiction of digital museum mediation in its 

development, perceived affordances and outcomes, and practice. By doing so, this 

dissertation has taken different perspectives into account, as described in the methodology 

chapter, where the analytical frames of cultural policy, institutions, and museum 

professionals, were taken into account. Furthermore, through the use of the affordance 

concept, digital technologies have been established as not just an object, but also an actor 

in the aforementioned network of cultural policy, institution and museum professionals and 

digital. These frames are interconnected and influence each other. The following section 

about practice in this chapter, therefore, describes the institutional context, which includes 

technology as an actor (with reference to ANT) that frames digital museum practice.  

In the state of the art review, I have briefly summed up how both academia and practice 

relate the use of digital mediation to an ulterior goal. Moreover, more recently, empirical 

studies of such practices have raised critical thoughts about the usefulness of such 

paradigms, including a strong focus on participation, as well as the achievability of high goals 

such as social values and impact. At the same time, the value of culture and its institutions 

is discussed in politics and public opinion polls show that the Danish public believes in the 

value of (the existence) of cultural experiences (Tænketanken Mandag Morgen 2019), and 

prominent figures in the Danish cultural sector defend the value of culture (Sanderhoff 

2019; Eliassen et al. 2017). 

The articles included in this dissertation have been written at different points 

throughout the three year period of this PhD process and reflect different temporal aspects 

of the development. Following the advice of David Karpf, that was mentioned in the 
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methodology chapter, I have sought to embrace transparency and kludginess. The concept 

of kludginess describes workarounds that respond more quickly and simply to a research 

subject that is defined by rapid changes. Thus, the articles reflect this change, trying to grasp 

the current state of the art, while ensuring that trends remain embedded in the (historical 

and structural) context. 

Article number one covers large parts of the historical development of museum 

mediation in Denmark, as it only discusses the period when public funding was directed 

towards digital projects until 2013. Articles two and three are based on the current state in 

the year 2018 and reflect the plethora of technologies used, of the practices that frame the 

outcomes, and accounts of museums that follow digital strategies that suit best their own 

roles, mindsets, and narratives. Article four opened up to include more current examples 

and signs of new trends on a quest to define successful digital participatory practice. 

In this discussion section, I will use empirical findings from this research to illustrate 

the developments that occurred since the ones described in the first article. In technology 

time, six years is already a long time-span in which new trends have emerged, been tested, 

and either adopted or dismissed. The interviews especially helped get an insight into the 

current processes and priorities in museums that are considered state of the art in digital 

museum practice, as the sample of interview partners covers museums that have been 

highlighted as either front-runners or first-movers. 

So, this discussion will in its explorations focus on the latest developments, which have 

been shaping the digital museum landscape in the past years until now.  

This final chapter will be structured after the themes of implementation and practice, 

and lastly conclude on the question of whether digital museum mediation supports the 

outcomes of knowledge-sharing, experience, as well as participation. In this final step of the 

mixed methods research design, weaving the analytical steps together, the discussion will 

draw on more examples from the web survey and interviews in order to include the latest 

developments and to contextualize the findings. It will only touch upon those concepts and 

sum them up, as they have been described in the articles as well.  

Returning to the research question ‘in what ways does digital museum mediation 

support knowledge sharing, visitor experience, and participation?’, I have sought to find an 

answer to both parts: firstly ‘in what ways’ was operationalized by analyzing and defining 

practices and secondly the outcomes. In order to do that thoroughly, I have included an 

analysis of the involved actors, so that the ‘in what ways’ part of the question is answered 



Chapter Five: Analysis, Discussion, and Conclusion 

191 
 

within its essential context. Just as much as it is assumed in modern visitor studies that the 

audience is an active meaning-making entity, I have sought to establish that the same 

principles have to be applied to the institutional frame.  

 

IMPLEMENTATION 
 

Before I begin the discussion on the conclusions of this thesis, a central finding should be 

kept in mind to frame the area of influence. Understanding how much of a museum’s 

mediation is estimated to be digital. The data from the survey illustrates that digital is only 

a fraction of museum mediation.  

The majority of museums state that digital makes 

up at most a quarter of their general mediation. 

The number is, of course, an estimate by the 

museums, yet its message is clear: digital 

mediation is only one of many ways of mediating 

the museum narrative. Mediation via digital 

technologies is part of a broader effort and 

experience and cannot be viewed detached from 

another. For this dissertation, I explore the digital 

part of this general mediation practice to evaluate whether certain expectations and agendas 

are justified and realistic. The reported outcomes and values are considered within this 

frame. 

Cultural-political targets and evaluation of success 
For instance, the cultural policy goal of attracting new, younger audiences leaves out 

essential pieces of information about the where and how. Since one of the tools to reach 

out to new, broader demographics is the digital form, then can we expect the success to be 

in digital form as well? Or is a success only measured in sold entrance tickets? This question 

might be answered by looking at the success criteria as described in the museum missions: 

here we can see that some years into the initiatives, museums were asked to measure online 

visitors (e.g., SMK had to start counting in 2006). However, it might not be the case that 

digital visits are considered to be an indicator of successful outreach. As part of the target 

specifications (‘nøgletal og indikatorer’) for SMK, there is a separate category dedicated to 

visitors aged 14-29 years old. This separation of the two targets, digital and young visitors, 

Figure 4. Percentage of digital mediation 
 out of general mediation. 
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presents an obvious distinction and thus implies that attracting digital visitors is not a means 

of attracting a younger museum audience. It is thus not clear, what type of success digital 

numbers of digital visitor and digital views are supposed to measure. 

Keeping up with change 
Article one showed that the support of digital initiatives by cultural agencies comes along 

with a certain control over this development since particular political agendas might 

contribute to the framing of the criteria for funding. Critical comments in the interviews 

about museums having to follow mandatory policies indicate a top-down approach, which 

is not able to support bottom-up initiatives adequately. Thus it is not only the museum 

professionals’ attitudes and experiences that shape the culture of digital museum mediation 

since cultural policy exercises control over the processes as well.  

However, recent developments in funding patterns let assume that the influence of 

cultural political agendas might decrease. A recent report on external funding in cultural 

institutions in Denmark shows that external funding is growingly supported by private 

foundations (Marker and Rasmussen 2019). Moreover, data collected for this survey also 

confirms that circa half of the museums have applied for public external funding, while 

circa eighty percent have applied for funding by private foundations to develop digital 

mediation. Keeping in mind that the survey sample is already publically funded, this finding 

explores the additional resources used for the production of new projects or activities but 

not for operations or sustaining existing technologies.  

While article one described the explicit cultural-political rationales and agendas of 

supporting digital innovation, the most recent documents from 2018 until 2021 (National 

Gallery, SMK) and 2017 until 2020 (National Museum) describe goals that are not 

specifically related to digital mediation, as for instance  the last contract of SMK did, 

distinguishing the museum as the digital main museum.83 This focus is no longer pursued 

in the most recent agreement; the museum’s strategy does not mention any specific goals 

in regards to digital anymore. However, the section that describes the measurable targets 

now not only includes visitor numbers, as well as ‘digital visits/views’; the category 

‘accessibility and mediation of cultural heritage’ in SMK’s performance targets now also 

includes the measure ‘number of views of a SMK artwork on smk.dk’ (Statens Museum for 

                                                 
83 https://www.smk.dk/wp-content/uploads/2018/06/Resultatmaal__operationelle_maal_og_noegletal.pdf 
https://www.smk.dk/wp-content/uploads/2018/06/Underskrevet_rammeaftale.pdf 
https://natmus.dk/fileadmin/user_upload/natmus/nat_som_organisation/Underskrevet_Rammeaftale_Natio
nalmuseet_2017-2020_100117.pdf 



Chapter Five: Analysis, Discussion, and Conclusion 

193 
 

Kunst 2017). This recent change in measuring targets is described by the interviewee who 

works for the National Gallery, who discussed the complicated task of measuring digital 

(online) success: 

It is even more difficult in the digital area because no one can understand it. I have 
given it up on the common level. But I have developed a model for SMK, numbers 
that describe digital views across all channels. And I think this has been very 
important for our prioritization, that we approach it broadly, instead of only counting 
how many hits primarily our own channels have. We look at what works in relation 
to the collection. That is very important. (I 6) 
 

A lack of standard measure is apparent, which could give answers to correlations found 

between visitors to the museums and visitors online, like the following graph shows. 

Figure 5. Museum visitors on-site and online (website). 

Acknowledging obvious correlations such as the visit numbers might be a step towards 

bridging dichotomies about the physical versus the digital.  

Yet, the survey findings show that there are no standard measures to evaluate the 

success of digital mediation in the Danish museum world. So, even if initiatives, exhibitions, 

or projects are analysed, it does not mean that this knowledge gets shared among museums 

or even departments on a more general, comparable level. Some types of digital 

technologies such as apps, or online platforms have built-in statistics to count users or 

interactions but are mostly restricted to numerical ways of measuring those. They do not 

afford evaluating social outcomes or impact. The survey results have also shown that many 

digital activities are not measured individually but part of the exhibition they were 
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developed for. An interviewee, who has established an overview over online channels, 

activities, and visitor statistics for his museum, describes a lack of common language and 

agreed-upon standards for such evaluations in the sector.  

I actually invited some museums, digital people, to try to find out, … what we are 
missing in order to have an effect, is a common way of measuring, we don’t have that 
on the digital front. We tried to talk about whether one could have that? You cannot. 
There was no interest in that. I think, the digital area will not enter this debate [about 
impact] until there is a common understanding of what to measure. (I 6) 

 

The state of evaluation and documentation thereof at museums is heterogeneous. That is 

why it is hard to base any general impact assessment on those often unsystematic 

experiences. Moreover, as also discussed in the literature review, scholarly literature has 

not agreed on a standard for measuring the value and impact of museums and their related 

outputs and activities.  That is why this dissertation tried to establish evidence for and will 

present those outputs, activities the perceived affordances and outcomes in this chapter.  

 

The implementation phases 

  

This figure is the refined version of an overview used in article one. It covers both the digital 

technologies, platforms, and infrastructures, as well as their affordances and lastly the 

expected outcomes that are sought to be met through digital mediation. Temporally, the 

Figure 6. Rationales, technologies, and paradigms for digital mediation. 
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graph covers the development starting in the mid-1980s with electronic registration and 

describes different phases of implementation and adoption until now. The observed phases 

have been established on the basis of the initial mapping of cultural-political and practice-

based documents, as well as scholarly and practice literature from the field that have already 

covered historical accounts (i.e., Jones 2008; Tallon and Walker 2008; Parry 2005, 2008, 

2013; Sánchez Laws 2015; Drotner, Papsø Weber, and Warberg Løssing 2011; Drotner 

and Schrøder 2013; Drotner et al. 2018; Kidd 2014). 

I have added a phase, which started some years ago (circa 2013), which is still a 

dominant view of what museums can and maybe should use digital for. I am using the word 

‘integrating’ to describe a phenomenon in which all the phases before exist at the same 

time, as a plethora of possibilities, goals, and affordances. On top of that, museum 

institutions are working on integrating their digital activities, projects into overall strategies, 

potentially supervised by digital project groups, as described by two of the interviewees. The 

term also describes museums integrating metadata into common databases, so the data 

(digitized heritage plus metadata) can be retrieved directly by a various group of museum 

staff internally, i.e., the curators and researchers for their work, as well as for external 

purposes such as for the website, apps, third-party platforms, online collections, or 

interactives. One further step in opening up a digitized collection is not widespread, but is 

being explored by SMK: as part of the SMK Open initiative, the museum is working on 

‘making all digital material available through a so-called API, an interface to the museums’s 

[sic] data. Through this API, interested parties can include SMK data directly in their 

services or systems (websites, apps etc.)’ (“SMK Open” 2018). 

From the early 1980s on the developments in museums concerning the 

implementation of cultural-political directives regarding electronic registration have had 

their foundations in registries such as Det kulturhistoriske Centralregister (DKC), Kunst 

Indeks Danmark (KID) and Dansk MuseumsIndeks (DMI) after the revision of the 

museum law in 1982 (Hansen 1995, 53). The registries’ administration was distributed to 

the two main museums for cultural history and art, 

namely National Museum (DKC) and the National 

Gallery (KID) (Hansen and Ertmann-Christiansen 

2014, 157). Since then, Danish museums are 

continuously working on getting their collections 

digitized, which is at different stages of the process 
0

10

20

30

40

50

0-25% 26-50% 51-75% >75%

Figure 7. Percentage of 
digitized museum 
collections.  
 



Chapter Five: Analysis, Discussion, and Conclusion 

196 
 

at museums around Denmark. The majority of museums (circa 70%) has digitized more 

than seventy-five percent of their collections. 

One of the contemporary trends is actually returning to the collection as a central building 

stone of museum mediation, by raising the bar from the accessibility of parts of the 

collection online on the museum’s website to now shifting towards seeing it as cultural 

heritage, which should be open and freely available for personal use by everyone.   

As more recent trends are harder to capture through the academic literature, those 

developments have been traced through this thesis’ empirical data collection as well as by 

following the museum professional discourse online (e-mail newsletters, Twitter, and 

conference proceedings such as Museums and the Web, MuseumNext, Sharing is Caring). 

 

PRACTICE 
 

Actor-Network 
Following the logic that the analysis findings have offered, I have found the Actor-Network 

Theory (ANT), as prominently defined by sociologists Michel Callon and Bruno Latour 

(1999), to be a useful analytical support frame to understanding the connections that shape 

the context of digital museum mediation practice. As I did not approach my data collection 

with a specific theoretical frame in mind, I will echo the later redefinition of ANT, which 

stresses the importance of the Actor-Network relationship, and less so the theory (Callon 

1999, 15). As mentioned in the literature review in chapter three, the ANT has been 

applied to analyze the role of technologies in museum mediation (Kéfi and Pallud 2011), 

and the terminology established through this study can help understand those connections 

between the actors that together constitute the practice of digital museum mediation. As an 

analytical framework, this following list of ANT vocabulary guides the conceptualization of 

essential factors that define the who and what of digital museum mediation, and lastly also 

includes the actual ‘translation’ between those actors and the audience.  

Actor: both the human actor (museum professionals) and the technological actor 
(museum technology). 
Actor-network: the museum organisation and work practices. 
Translation: the term ‘mediation’, concepts of understanding, making things 
accessible, explaining works of art and giving meaning. 
Spokesmen and inscription: Museum professionals’ discourse and perceptions. 
Controversy: Different points of view regarding the role of ICT for mediation. 
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Actors have been defined through all analysis steps, going more in-depth in the web survey, 

where specifics about the institutions, museum professionals, and technologies were 

collected. Inscription was analysed through the interviews with museum professionals, as 

well as through discourse analysis of documents, which included instances of controversy 

when defining one’s personal or professional principles in opposition to other museums’ 

use of digital mediation. The Actor-Network is defined as including practice, which this 

dissertation further sought to define via practice theory (Shove and others 2012: 14). The 

elements of practice help highlight the findings from this study: 

 
x materials – including things, technologies, tangible physical entities, and the stuff of 

which objects are made; 
x competences – which encompasses skill, know-how and technique; and 
x meanings – in which we include symbolic meanings, ideas and aspirations. (Shove 

and others 2012: 14) 
 

Shove et al. see technologies as materials, thus disconnected from actors, which I will thus 

put in parentheses for this discussion. However, I find it important to stress that those 

technologies, the competencies and the meanings are all seen to constitute a practice. They 

can be combined with the key elements from the ANT vocabulary presented by Kéfi and 

Pallud, which together point towards a high significance of meaning / inscription and 

competencies / actor.  

In this research project, I used similar terms to describe the phenomenon of digital 

museum mediation practice, which consists of related elements with similar meanings. I am 

using competencies, which in article three forms a part of skillsets, while meanings in this 

research are viewed as mindsets. Those terms can more precisely describe such mind- and 

skillsets for individual professionals, as well as for an institution. So, these practice-related 

concepts help answer the ‘in what ways’ part of the research question, looking further into 

the institutional factors and practice that shape digital museum mediation. Those factors 

were identified and validated in the interviews since the professionals mentioned most 

practice-related concepts without the researcher’s specific focus on that subject.  

Mindsets and strategies 
Digital mindsets were predominantly described using a dichotomy of either ‘old’ or ‘new’. 

However, those professionals that saw a new digital mindset employed at their museum, 

stated two things: the old mindset still persists at other institutions, and secondly that it was 
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part of their personal efforts that the new mindset was enforced, as there still are structures 

that include more accessible paths for old ways of thinking, i.e., project- instead of process-

thinking. New digital mindsets have thus not superseded the old ones.  

Ultimately, mindsets are strengthened and enforced through the museum 

management. A direct way of doing so is adjusting the organizational structure to integrate 

digital responsibilities holistically. The distribution models were presented in article three, 

where the interviewee’s museums were identified to have different digital distribution 

models, which points towards a heterogeneous approach of managing digital practice across 

the museum.  

 

Skills and competencies  
Museum professionals agree that the field of digital museum practice is in a constant 

process of professionalization, including external partners such as digital bureaus for 

production and strategy, too.  

Findings from the survey illustrate that museums estimate their digital confidence 

highest in communication-related areas that include publishing content online, digital 

marketing, and (multimedia and website) design. Yet museums in general have a relatively 

restricted distribution of technical specialist skills required to produce, manage, and sustain 

digital mediation activities and projects in-house. Challenges are related to a demand in a 

growing number of competencies related to the strategies, development, and sustainability 

of working with digital mediation.  

Figure 8. Barriers for digital mediation practice. 
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As the graph illustrates, the main barriers for digital mediation practice are related to 

essential organizational factors concerning lack of (in-house) staff, and internal and external 

funding for digital projects. Only 30 percent of the respondents see a lack of in-house skills 

as a barrier. In contrast, museums perceive only minimal challenges related to external 

skills, or general strategy, or digital affordances.  

 

PERCEIVED AFFORDANCES 
 

The following graph shows the activity areas to which museums attribute most positive 

impact. The most significant results will be discussed in the following section. 
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Figure 9. Positive impact of digital mediation on activity areas. 
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Digital communication channels: reach 
The survey results illustrate significantly that reach is the affordance that is valued most by 

museums. The top five activities that got ranked the highest in terms of importance all relate 

to the audience in terms of public profile or image or for attracting visitors to events, 

reaching a bigger or more diverse audience, and engaging more with an existing audience. 

With ninety-nine percent of museums agreeing, ‘boosting the public profile’ received the 

most significant importance.  

Digital narration 
In the survey, seventy percent of museums stated that they used digital technologies that 

support the atmosphere and narration. Examples for such technologies would be 

projections, sound or light, which enhance certain moods and which can carry affective 

narrations for exhibitions or single objects. 

Depending on museum type, different forms of mediating their collections and 

exhibitions have been named. Here, it became clear that digital means of mediation have 

been used in ways that support the already existing mediation form or style.  

Digital mediation for atmosphere and affect 
For example, in an interview with a cultural history museum, which is known within the 

field for being a modern, state of the art, and experience-based, the head of the design 

department used terms from the theater, performative, dramaturgical and esthetic 

descriptions of their mediation. In that case, then, digital mediation meant a wide variety of 

media from video projections to games and informative terminals. This variety of digital 

media, the interviewee stressed, is designed in such a way that it brings across one story. 

The critical aspect is that digital here does not only transport the narrative through content 

but more importantly, it can enhance the visitor’s immersion through affective mood-setting 

features and thereby framing both experience and learning.  

It has been proposed that natural and cultural history museums use objects as central 

point and evidence for stories (i.e., Dudley 2013) – and digital media are used to enhance 

such stories. Transmedia narratives are created throughout a whole exhibition, using both 

technologies to create atmosphere, such as sound, light and smoke effects, as well as 

informative screens with text and picture, explaining the individual objects, or so-called 

‘scientist screens’, where recorded videos of scientists from the field explain a specific 

phenomenon, often on the same level as a standing visitor, so speaking to them directly at 

eye level. 
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Digital technology as experience 
In the interviews, the instances where the respondents mentioned other museums and their 

opinions on their digital mediation were very insightful, to use the ANT vocabulary these 

are instances of controversy. By stating such opinions, the interviewed museum 

professionals revealed much information about their assumptions and validations by stating 

what they do not consider good museum or exhibition work. Yet, it is still part of what 

characterizes many museums’ digital efforts and can be said to be part of several museums’ 

digital mindsets. 

Sometimes it can end up seeming very detached. I personally think that what is 
happening now at [exemplary front-runner museums] and other places, where you 
work with handing out iPads to the audience, and that’s what you do. … it is a 
tendency that came because you have the opportunity to do it, you have the possibility 
to have a functioning Wi-Fi, you code and draw, and all of those things. But I don’t 
think this is a future one will experience, because I think that the basic interaction, 
which I think the museum must hold on to, that you have space to yourself, that it is 
important you do that.  (I 4a) 

 

In this quote, the interview partner draws a line between ‘the museum experience’ and a 

‘digital experience’. This perspective constructs the physical museum as a unique space, 

where too much technology or at least certain kinds of personalized technology can 

interrupt and have undesired affordances. Yet at the same time, it exists in museums 

because it is funded and supported. In this instance, digital mediation does not support the 

museum experience but forms its own digital experience.  

Leaving the walls versus pulling into the walls of the museum 
Looking at the ultimate goals of some of the uses of digital mediation, we can also see 

significant disparities between museums’ views. One of which is the idea that through online 

communication and digitization of collections, the museum is no longer restricted to its 

physical structure and can thus reach into people’s everyday lives.  

The advantage is that we can reach out of the museum, we can be dialogue partners, 
we can communicate with someone outside of the museum. We can make our 
knowledge and information available for those outside the museum. (I 3) 

 

Yet, as we have come to understand through the survey results, online communication is 

closely related to marketing, with the ultimate goal of attracting visitors into the museum 

(and buy tickets for their exhibitions).  
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And I think, this is where many museums have a task. And they have a completely 
different mindset. They do not care whether the collection comes out, they need to 
get people into the museum. I think we are pretty progressive in that respect. There 
is probably someone that might think otherwise. (I 6) 

 

This idea of the museum entering the online sphere, and by that reaching into the people’s 

lives, is not without criticism or reservations.  

Similarly, this can be applied to on-site mediation, too. And here it is even more closely 

connected to the financial aspect of attracting audiences, which should not be underrated.   

I think there is a tendency in the museum world to see digital mediation as on-site 
mediation. That there are some installations that in one way or the other are a part 
of the experience and people have bought tickets to enter the museum. (I 2) 

 

The floating meaning of digital 
This thesis includes both the empirical evidence and the theoretical ideas about what the 

underlying principles of digital and specifically digital mediation are. In order to 

contextualize this, I have used accounts of museum professionals that describe the 

construction of the digital, which from the beginnings have been defined by bottom-up, 

creative and curious individuals, and top-down cultural policies.  

This floating meaning is, by definition, the hardest one to pin down. ‘Digital’ naturally 

changes with technological development and thus now entails many more aspects than it 

did ten or twenty years ago, as we can see from the analysis of digital mediation offered in 

Danish museums in article one. Moreover, the discursive character of the word digital had 

at its peak a genuinely normative meaning of ‘the good experience’ (Rudloff). The meaning 

of digital in the museum can not be untangled from what digital is attributed with in public 

opinion, so examples mentioning a ‘tech-lash’ have introduced more critical stances 

towards the digital as a threat to privacy, to ‘realness’ (also in relation to digitized art), to 

human relationships, to name but a few.  

In summing up, digital is seen and valued as a tool to draw visitors into the museum, 

and have an enriched, sensory experience there. As much as the digital as a tool that affords 

leaving the museum walls behind and tap into the potentials of digitized cultural heritage.  

When museum professionals mention ‘the digital’, it can have various meanings. The 

floating signifier ‘digital’ can describe a way to create an identity for the museum, something 

that can be copied from others, something that shows progress and the distinguishing 
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feature of modern museums. So, in those cases, digital mediation as a concept describes 

the signified, it describes the attributed value for a museum’s identity and profile rather 

than the goals related to the mission.  

 

Marketing 
Returning to the frames introduced by Jenny Kidd (2011), one of the frames mentioned 

gained more importance in this analysis than previously assumed in the initial research 

design: marketing. The survey proved that marketing is perceived as the most important 

area of what digital technology in the museum is considered most relevant for. Ninety-seven 

percent of respondents attribute a very high to high importance to digital technology for 

marketing, followed by registration (82 %) and mediation (62%).  

In the article four on participation, I had changed the marketing frame to an 

institutional one, drawing a line between mediation and marketing. This line might be 

drawn to distinguish ideals about public mandate-driven cultural institutions versus market-

driven thinking. However, in practice, those lines are becoming more blurry, and this is 

more visibly traceable through digital online mediation. As Henry Jenkins noted, it is the 

visibility of interactions in various formats such as text, video, audio that make a big 

difference in regards to how the impact of digital media is perceived.  

But, as marketing in general shifts more toward personalization and engagement with 

brands in everyday life, museum communication makes no exception. However, there still 

is a difference between posting paid ads on a third-party platform and engaging with the 

audience through the museum’s social media channels. For some museum visitors, the 

most personal interactions with a museum’s discourse might happen through social media, 

as this is one of the few points where the audience can get in touch with a museum 

professional (except obvious interactions such as guided tours, ticket counter, and guards). 

Concepts such as ‘small acts of engagement’ (SAOE) (Picone et al. 2019)84 would support 

this hypothesis. Since the dissertation’s scope is restricted to the institutional perspective, 

this could be a subject for further investigation in future research.  

The lines of marketing become even more blurry, and paradigms of democratization 

and participation seem to have been diluted, as the following interviewee exemplifies. 

                                                 
84 ‘We define SAOE, such as liking, sharing, and commenting, as productive audience practices that require 
little investment and are intentionally more casual than the structural and laborious practices examined as 
types of produsage and convergence culture’ (Picone et al. 2019, 1). 
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We have also changed the perception of the early democracy-thinking in the SoMe 
field, which you can see in documents from 2012, towards a very pragmatic approach, 
that is about social media as an exchange: the users, guests, museum members, they 
give us their valuable attention, if we give them what they like. (I 6) 

 

 

VALUES AND OUTCOMES 
 

Before I discuss and combine the findings from this research in relation to values and 

outcomes of digital museum mediation, I want to (re-) introduce the framework on how 

one can conceptualize value. Those ‘5 modes of cultural value for digital resources’ are 

utility value, existence and/or prestige value, education value, community value, and 

inheritance/bequest value (2012, 29). Most of the values are more self-explanatory, as they 

describe direct value created in a person or community’s lives. The existence value is at 

first glance maybe not as obvious: it describes a value that exists even without direct use or 

interaction with a person, but rather by even being available in theory is seen to contribute 

to the quality of a community’s possibilities for, i.e., development, recreation, and 

education.  

For this final discussion, I want to factor this value in, since it highlights two important 

things: one, culture is complicated. Two, when cultural institutions are asked to fulfill their 

educational mandate through cultural policy, much of it could ideally be attributed to this 

existence value. Since Denmark is a welfare state and museums receive substantial public 

funding for the public good, cultural policy can and or could also accommodate non-use 

value. Still, it seems that cultural political measurements and success indicators focus on 

use value, which highlights the transformation of (Nordic) cultural policy from rationales 

based on enlightenment towards a multiplicity of rationales with a stress on economic 

growth and entertainment (cf. Duelund 2008; Skot-Hansen 2008). 

The concept of values helps to assess the overall importance and the worth of a cultural 

product or activity’s existence. Following this logic, digital museum mediation is most 

valued in relation to audience reach, outreach, and engagement. This is, because of online 

communication’s affordances of reach and visibility, and the possibility to enter the 

audience’s private spheres or daily lives directly. It seems, however, that the reciprocal 

nature of such online communication is most evidently valued for marketing and less for 
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dialogue, user-involvement, or other processes where the user-visitor contributes to 

museum-related activities.  

 

Perceived outcomes: knowledge-sharing, visitor experience, and participation 
Firstly, we will look at the findings from the survey again, which asked directly about the 

perceived outcomes of digital museum mediation.  

 

Figure 10. Importance of digital mediation for outcomes, in order of perceived importance. 

 

The graph is arranged in order of perceived importance, where we can see that visitor 

experience is seen to be supported most (58% very high to high) by digital museum 

mediation, followed by knowledge sharing with 48%. Further, participation is split up into 

engagement (38%) and user-participation (35%).  

The following section will explore the individual concepts with examples from the 

interviews in order to explain what exactly is meant by them, as well as how the museums 

perceive their practice.  

 

The development in Danish museums is thus clearly guided by the principles of making 

heritage accessible to the public. This seems to have been the ongoing underlying principle 

for digital museum mediation. Throughout the years, the development, which this thesis 

has been able to trace back, was concerned with the how. 

One question concerned the how and where of digital experience, where the 

respondents could choose how much they considered the experience to be supported on-

site, online, or a combination of both. Of those three possibilities, museums overall see the 

visitor experience enhanced the most online (41%), then on-site (35%), and lastly merely 

28% saw the combination of both being supported by digital mediation. This, however, 

means that the majority (between 39-45%) saw the audience experience enhanced only to 

a certain degree for all three categories. Especially regarding the combination of on-site and 
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online, there was an equal amount of institutions that did not agree as those who thought it 

supported the experience.  

Online and on-site are considered different in terms of target groups, in the sense that 

online speaks to a bigger group of people, some of which might never visit the museum, 

while onsite digital mediation only has visitors that have purchased a ticket as their users. 

The museums do not commonly seem to attribute a specific enhancement of social 

value to digital mediation. The majority only sees the social value created through digital to 

some degree (36%) or very low degree (30%). A quarter of museums do find that digital 

mediation contributes to creating social value.  

It becomes clear that museums are not unanimously confident that digital mediation 

can lead to enhanced participation. One of the interview partners explained that the belief 

in new media as drivers for democratization is outdated. So that is why the museum’s 

current online strategy is rooted in market-thinking. 

However, in order to understand the importance, we can distinguish between indirect 

creation of value (existence value) and direct values created such as utility or community 

value. Since not trying to offer anything related to social value and ignoring important goals 

such as inclusion, user-participation, engagement, and outreach would mean cutting down 

bridges for interaction between museum and audience.  

But if we stopped the social communication and use of social media, Facebook and 
Instagram et cetera, we would lose guests – that is one thing – but we would especially 
lose the opportunity to be dialog partners, and sometimes also to be an initiator for 
discussions. (I 3) 

 

Knowledge through experience and participation  
What this collection of evidence from digital museum practice has shown is that in practice, 

digital mediation is not perceived as one or the other exclusively. Does digital mediation 

afford knowledge sharing rather than visitor experience? The more digital literacy and skills 

are present, the more the museum professionals are aware of the individual affordances of 

this broad spectrum of technologies available, the more nuanced they can be implemented 

into the museum experience.  

Many of the interview partners agree that those are not exclusive activities, but rather, that 
it depends on the context and the discourse or narrative that is sought to be communicated.  

I think we use it [digital mediation] for both. I think it is suitable for both. You can 
put extremely much knowledge into the digital. But it is also very affective if it is used 
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in the right way. It is about integrating it in the right way. It should not be digital for 
the sake of digital. You don’t focus on the technology. (I 5) 

 

In general, digital mediation seems to be considered as supporting knowledge sharing or 

learning through experience or entertainment. On top of that, the scale is changed 

completely when this digital mediation is online.  In this sense of reach and visibility, online 

and onsite digital mediation are separate concepts. The findings from the survey show that 

it is in this respect that museums see the most value in the affordances of digital mediation.  

As the graph with the different phases shows, digital museum mediation has gone 

through different phases, which have occurred in chronological order, while some have 

occurred at the same time or just never faded away. Now that cultural-political targets seem 

to have less of a direct influence, the main cultural mediation strategies seem to prevail and 

exist at the same time, having been integrated into a bigger set of values and standards.  

Having talked with interview partners that are considered having high digital confidence 

especially highlighted that once the museum and/or the professionals have a good sense of 

what specific affordances can be attributed to specific digital technologies and platforms, 

their use is better embedded into an overall mediation strategy or narrative. Those 

museums that have reached a certain level of digital maturity in combination are using 

digital technologies in order to fulfill their needs of supporting their museum discourse. 

Thus, considering the ‘ideal cases’ the answer to the research question would be: digital 

museum mediation supports the targets that the museum has set out to reach. However, 

since old digital mindsets prevail, and museums often lack employees to fulfill the more 

time- and skill-consuming tasks such as engaging in a genuinely dialogic exchange with the 

audience, or evaluating the outcomes of digital activities, there are still barriers to achieving 

desired outcomes and eventually social impact through digital mediation.  

Findings from the survey and the interviews show that specifically outcomes related to 

social values such as user participation, outreach, and engagement are perceived to be 

supported least by digital mediation. It is in these instances that digital technology is pointed 

out not to be enough – what is missing is ‘someone on the other side’ and this means 

museum professionals.  

Museums are most satisfied with the digital affordance of reach – which supports the 

idea of a collection- or sender-based mediation strategy. The majority of museums are seen 

and still see themselves as custodians of knowledge, and it is the role of the museum 
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institutions to share and make accessible this specific knowledge. More recent pushes 

towards an opening up of the digitized and born-digital collections are very rarely executed 

or implemented at this point, so outcomes of those strategies are yet to be evaluated.  

So, to round up the discussion on the outcomes and impacts of digital museum 

mediation, I want to return to the two dominating areas: museums (and museology) and 

technology (and mediatization). These fields are so interconnected that I have come to 

conclude that one cannot simply define their relationship as a one-way influence of media-

logic onto museum-logic. The field that connects those two most prominently is digital 

heritage studies, which includes the concept of heritage at the core, not just the institution 

which preserves, collects, researches, and mediates it. This is an important factor to 

remember when discussing the intersections and outcomes of digital mediation as well as 

the (human) actors that are included in such processes.  

Museology is about musealisation, but heritage is created by people. This is a 
collective process. Any new technology providing for access and interpretation should 
respect this. (Mensch 2005, 25) 

 

(Post-) Digital (still) is the future 
Although Danish museums have had websites for more than 20 years now, and throughout 

the last decades have been experimenting with various digital ways of communicating with 

their audiences both on-site and online, one of the common themes remains that digital is 

something ever-changing. Due to this fluidity - most tangibly traceable through technological 

development, but also in its conceptualization by other actors - digital encompasses 

something that is not yet, a phenomenon related to the future.  

Just as I said earlier, I really do not know where the robots come in. That’s after all 
the next thing. I don’t know when we’ll have robots for the first time that will help us 
in museums. I really don’t know, it is all going so fast. (IP 4) 

 

What has been a dominant feature of working with, theorizing about, and researching digital 

technology is the impression of those involved that the development happens in a pace that 

makes it hard to catch up.  

Returning to discussions about the post-digital society (Negroponte 1998), or in this 

case museum (Parry 2013), contribute to the idea of a state of normalization, where digital 

technologies and possibilities are not seen as ‘new media’ but instead embedded into the 
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mundane every day so its presence is not noticed as ‘something else’, digital will basically 

not be a goal in itself anymore.  

As I had mentioned earlier in chapter three, those concepts are helpful when imagining 

an ideal state, a foundation for further theoretical discussions about what needs to be done 

to get there. In particular articles two and three illustrate that digital is not the new normal 

in Danish museums. Some institutions might have adopted a new digital mindset, and have 

the work force (FTE), and distribution of skill sets to be called digitally mature. Yet, just as 

pointed out by Parry in his text from 2013, those institutions are predominantly big 

museums that are centrally located and have a higher than average revenue. So although 

the concept of the postdigital museum has been shaping scholarly discussions, this 

dissertation has presented evidence (regarding evaluation and funding of digital, about the 

embeddedness of digital in institutions, and the perceived outcomes) that postdigital still 

must be considered a future scenario; however, there are signs that Danish museums are 

going into that direction.  

So, as I write the concluding remarks about this thesis’ findings, I can state with certainty 

that this field will not stay where we are now. I have traced both the current state and also 

the liquid characteristics that shape digital museum mediation. By that, this framework will 

contain pieces of a puzzle that will be replaced within the next couple of years. But more 

importantly, the framework has established variables that not only acknowledge change but 

make it an essential part of the concept. While some technologies might be discarded or 

developed along the way, and practices evolve, and new paradigms and rationales emerge, 

they do so within a network of actors that frame and shape the outcomes.  



Chapter Five: Analysis, Discussion, and Conclusion 

210 
 

  



Chapter Five: Analysis, Discussion, and Conclusion 

211 
 

5 | 2 

 

CONCLUDING REMARKS AND CONTRIBUTIONS 
 

 

 

This research has, through its empirical approach, added substantial evidence-based 

knowledge about the current state, practice, and perceived outcomes of digital museum 

mediation in Danish museums.  

I have explored the term digital through several frames, which has opened up the field 

of digital heritage studies towards a more practice-based yet at the same time theoretical 

approach. The research is practice-based in the sense that empirical evidence was collected 

and analysed in an explorative way, seeking to establish a description of how digital museum 

practice, including the perceived outcomes, is constructed in Danish museums. I have 

presented the findings based on a large scale survey, interviews, and a thorough mapping 

of the cultural political frame in an attempt to steer away from tendencies in research that 

seem to focus on anecdotes or best-practice examples, or a normative framing of the 

‘oughts’ of digital technologies. 

 

Contributions to the field 
The strength of digital heritage studies is its awareness of the museum context as well as the 

technology context. Museums as public cultural institutions are highly complex actors with 

their inherent logics, practices, history, and roles in society that altogether shape the 

museums’ outputs. Merely projecting the media-logic or mediatization principles onto such 

institutions does not do reality justice.  

However, on the other hand, when viewed through the prism of cultural institutions 

only, digital mediation might too quickly be rendered into a tool, an add-on, or a catalyst to 

achieving mission-related goals. Seeking a balance between the museum frame and the 

technology frame thus points towards the practices and involved actors as the center of 

gravity.  

I am convinced that starting the research with a broad definition of digital museum 

mediation was an essential step towards understanding the actual characteristics of digital, 
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in that it includes digitized heritage and the data connected to it. This view depicts more 

accurately the nature of museums and heritage institutions, whose role is inextricably 

connected to their collections. Instead, I have established digital museum mediation as an 

umbrella term, arguing for a more distinguished vocabulary describing each element or 

concept.  Digital museum mediation moreover is not a neutral term, as primarily the ‘digital’ 

part of it was identified as a floating signifier in museum practice and public discourse. 

The research question was guided by the concepts of knowledge sharing, visitor 

experience, and participation. Those have initially been addressed individually, yet the 

reality of digital museum mediation points towards a combination. A strict distinction is 

neither possible nor useful for analyzing the outcomes and potential impacts of digital 

museum practice in general and for future best practice recommendations.  

The most recent proposal to change the ICOM museum definition shows that the 

participatory paradigm still prevails. Having analysed the meaning of this concept, and 

based on the definition of Nico Carpentier, one can conclude that participation entails 

experience (interaction) and knowledge sharing (access). However, the findings have shown 

that museums attribute most significance to technological affordances such as reach while 

feeling most confident about digital mediation to contribute to outcomes related to the 

visitor’s experience. Social values are seemingly harder to achieve through digital means, 

and at the same time harder to prove through standard success factors and measurements.  

The dissertation has further shown that those perceived outcomes are framed by what 

meanings the museum attributes to the digital technologies and activitites, which is 

interconnected with the digital competencies and the distribution of those within the 

institution. The digital mindset of a museum is furthermore influenced by the management, 

yet as the interviews have illustrated, a lot of the determining efforts are made by the 

individual museum professionals.   

 

This research has crystalized mindsets that have occurred at different earlier phases, but 

might still prevail as the ‘old digital mindset’, which I will roughly sum up. 

Digital as a goal in itself: attract visitors to the museum, talk ‘the language of the young’, 

digital as experience, digital because it is funded and available. 

Digital as a means to an end: cultural political rationales, outcomes, reaching out to the 

public, making heritage available and accessible. 
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Yet, a new digital mindset has been identified, where digital is perceived as a naturalized 

way of mediating the museum discourse. Individual technologies and platforms have their 

separate affordances that support specific interactions with and/or for the audience. A 

narrative or collection is at the core of the mediation strategy, which considers content first 

and medium second. This new mindset embeds digital production as a process in the 

institution and including external actors, both professionals and non-professionals (visitors 

or non-visitors).  

 

On a methodological level, this dissertation describes an approach that addressed 

challenges concerning normativity in research and theory, and a heterogeneous research 

field by applying a mixed methods research design. Through the combination of qualitative 

and quantitative methods, this study shows how insights on the general level are 

contextualized and made approachable through in-depth accounts of individuals, as well as 

embedded into a historical review of cultural-political rationales.  

Choosing this sample, which included all museum types and sizes, proved to be positive 

since it crystalized specific characteristics for different museum narratives. Museographical 

thinking translated into how digital mediation was valued by those museums with a certain 

degree of digital skillsets and digital maturity.   

 

On a theoretical level, the general aim was to contribute to generating theory rather than 

testing hypotheses since the gathering of empirical evidence was prioritized. The findings 

place the Danish museum world within a spectrum that ranges between digital infancy and 

digital maturity or post-digital. The socio-constructivist view on the institutional perspective 

concerning technology implementation and practice was highlighted, as institutional 

structures and museum professionals’ personal attitudes shape the ways in which digital 

mediation is part of the institution’s and the visitors’ experiences.  

This stresses the importance of taking the human perspective into account as much as 

the technology and hereby rejecting a one-way view of influence. The development of 

technology might influence museums on a level of mediatization, through which the 

institutions follow a media-logic, but what shapes the output of digital mediation is the way 

in which the professionals understand the technological affordances.  

 



Chapter Five: Analysis, Discussion, and Conclusion 

214 
 

Thus, in line with the ‘practice turn’ mentioned in the literature review, this research 

has contributed to a way of thinking, which 

allows scholar/practitioners to be more attentive to the complex organisational 
interplay of things, people and organisations with their constantly changing networks 
of social and material agency. (McCarthy 2016, 28) 

 

Applying Actor-Network Theory to highlight the (institutional) network that shapes digital 

museum mediation proved to be a validating and concretizing exercise. This analytical 

perspective is in line with the institutional perspective, and moreover already includes forms 

of mediation (translation) to make sense of the network. 

 

Particularities and limitations 
The survey covers state-subsidized and state-owned museums thus does not cover private 

institutions. This choice was, of course, connected to the research objective of tracing the 

implementation of cultural-political rationales. The findings might not apply to those 

museums that are not publically funded and that thus do not follow the directives issued by 

the Ministry of Culture and its connected Agency for Palaces and Culture.  

The interviews added very useful in-depth insight into practice. However, the interview 

sample mostly covered big museums (in terms of FTE and revenue) and only included one 

small museum. That does not reflect the Danish museum population, as only circa 15 

percent have a revenue of above 30 million kroner. In combination with the data from the 

web survey, it was however not considered a serious limitation. Since the survey included a 

generalizable sample, where all museum sizes were represented, which means that circa 80 

percent of the survey was below 30 million kroner, this concern was evaluated as secondary. 

The survey started with the question of whether the museum uses digital technology for 

mediation, and one hundred percent of the sample answered in the affirmative. Initially, 

the research design was intended to include museums that would have responded ‘no’ in 

the interview sample, but since that was not the case, the sample only reflects on those that 

offer digital mediation.  

 

Addressing digital as a separate category versus normalization 
Theoretical discussions around the notion of postdigital normativity, most prominently 

proposed by digital heritage scholar Ross Parry, see digital technologies as already 

embedded into the standard routines and practices of museums. Parry suggested six years 
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ago that ‘Once digital media is no longer ‘new technology’, we can use a different set of 

assumptions, a different lexicon of terms, and free ourselves from discursive set pieces 

around uptake and advocacy’ (2013, 37).  

On this theoretical level, I agree and support this position, since a discourse about 

digital mediation as a separate entity from the ‘real’ or physical experience does not 

contribute to either realistic nor constructive results that would support the understanding 

of the phenomenon. However, as the findings have shown, in lived museum practice, those 

distinctions are still drawn.  

The difficulty of conducting such research thus is this disparity between theoretical 

thinking and practice. In particular when conducting large-scale research and formulating 

questions for a survey, this disparity was challenging to balance. After having conducted the 

pre-test with the focus group of small museums, it became clear that overly theoretical and 

in this context normative approaches would not speak to the reality in which those working 

at museums act.  

The focus in this research is on Danish developments, thus leaves out most recent 

developments in the field internationally, which have not been factored into the discussion, 

except in article four.  

Returning to the interview quote from the introduction to this dissertation, when the 

interviewee describes something that sounds as futuristic as introducing robots to the 

museum, the reality is that it actually is not a futuristic scenario, but has already happened. 

As the interview partner mentions, she ‘does not know when the robots come in’. And 

indeed, some museums have been exploring the use of guiding robots in exhibitions. For 

instance, the humanoid robot Pepper at the Smithsonian Institution in Washington D.C.: 

‘Pepper gives our museum staff a new option to reach and engage visitors and supports the 

important work of Smithsonian’s many educators and visitor services professionals’ 

(“Pepper the Robot” 2019). Other museums have been using AI chatbots to support 

dialogic on-site real-time mediation for some years now (Boiano et al. 2018). This is an 

obvious opportunity for future research since we can see in the descriptions for the use of 

AI bots and robots that they too are intended to facilitate mediation at the museum.  

 

Future research 
Future research can address the research limitations described through building on this 

methodological framework and including private foundations, as well as private museums. 
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This line of rationales might be harder to trace, though, as private foundation do not have 

such specific pools dedicated to the promotion of digital-only layers of mediation. The 

research could instead look into how digital mediation gets funded, for instance, as part of 

renovations, big exhibitions, or outstanding new approaches in the area of cultural 

mediation in general. Does a normative belief in the ‘good experience’ still prevail in this 

type of funding? 

As part of my research visit abroad, I spent four months at the Australian Centre for 

the Moving Image (ACMI) in Melbourne, Australia. As my research project is concerned 

with Danish museums, I have not used my observations from my stay there for this thesis. 

However, being part of and observing the digital transformation team there, how they are 

organized, what they work on, and importantly how they work, has been inspirational for 

analyzing my findings on digital mediation practices in Danish museums. ACMI’s new 

approach to mediation includes building a new infrastructure, a ‘museumOS’. This 

important database forms the basis for all other digital forms of mediation. The recent 

investments in such a transformation process point towards new tendencies, where the 

management sees the importance of implementing digital one hundred percent into the 

organization. Further research could observe the connections between such infrastructures, 

the institution’s mindsets, and its translation into the visitor’s experience.   

Moreover, some survey findings and interviews have pointed towards separate 

mediation strategies depending on museum types and mission-related narratives. Mediation 

strategies can differ from museum to museum independently of type, yet the findings and 

conclusions from other studies affirm that there are differences in how the object is 

presented, how narratives are constructed, and the role of the museum visit within a 

person’s life. Hitherto no research has to my knowledge highlighted those different 

approaches. It was not within the scope of this dissertation to delineate different museum 

type mediation strategies, yet asking into the digital mediation strategies could have gained 

from a previous understanding of mediation types that are independent of the medium.  

Besides, it would be worth investigating the outcomes of digital museum practice from 

the perspective of museum visitors. How do visitors see the role of mediation, for instance, 

does the audience draw a line between digital and physical and if so, what value is ascribed 

to the fact that it is digital? This question related to value could be particularly of interest to 

investigate whether the expectation directed at technology as a pull factor that attracts 

(young) visitors into the museum is actually realistic.  
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APPENDIX 1: Interview Guide and Questions 

 

1. Interview Guide and Questions 

 

INTERVIEW GUIDE 

Briefing: 

1. Båndoptagelse: Jeg vil gerne optage dig med lyd, hvis det er okay?  
2. Jeg bruger interviewet som del af min ph.d.-afhandling og måske også en artikel, 

som skal blive publiceret i et international tidsskrift. Ville du være enig med at jeg 
bruger nogle citater fra interviewet i mine publikationer? Vi kan gerne aftale, at jeg 
sender dig citaterne inden de skal publiceres. 

3. Spørgsmål til det? 

Intro: 

Først vil jeg gerne høre lidt mere om dig som individuel aktør i den (digitale) danske 
museumsformidlingskontekst, og hvad du laver.  

Bagefter kan vi gå i dybden med museets arbejde. Jeg synes, at begge dele er vigtige og 
meget interessante. 

Som kort introduktion, vil jeg gerne snakke med dig om dig selv, dit arbejde og hvordan 
dine aktiviteter omfatter digital produktion og formidling. 

 

MAIN QUESTIONS Supplementary questions THEMES 
Venligst beskriv din nuværende 
stillingsbetegnelse og opgaver. 
 
Hvor stor en andel har det digitale 
i din stillingsbeskrivelse / 
opgaver? 
 
 

Hvor længe har du været 
del af/involveret i 
(produktionen af) digital 
museumsformidling 
generelt? 
 
 
Ud over dit arbejde på 
museet, er du involveret i 
andre slags digitale 
(formidlings-) 
aktiviteter? 
 

Digital museum 
practice 

 
Hvad prioriterer dit museum med 
henhold til museets mission?  
 
Hvordan synes du, det digitale 
bidrager til missionen? 
 
Hvad er de særlige fordele og 
ulemper ved forskellige slags af 

 
Synes du, at der er (store) 
forskelle mellem, 
hvordan andre museer 
bruger digital formidling, 
og hvordan dit museum 
bruger digital 
formidling? 
 

Museum roles and 
attitudes  
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MAIN QUESTIONS Supplementary questions THEMES 
digital formidling? [Både for 
museet og brugerne?] 
Hvem er museets målgruppe for 
digital formidling?  
 
Fra din egen erfaring, tænker du, 
at der er særlige forskelle mellem 
digital og analog formidling? 
 
 
Hvordan synes du, digital 
formidling har forandret eller 
udviklet sig? 
 

Hvis ja, hvorfor?  
Skelner du mellem 
digital og analog i dit 
arbejde? 
 

Development 

 
Efter din mening, hvad er den 
vigtigste baggrund for, at 
museerne implementerer digitale 
projekter? 
 
Hvordan fungerer financieringen 
af digitale projekter normalt?   
 
Hvem er ansvarlig for de tekniske 
aspekter af digitale projekter?  
 
Hvordan har det digitale haft en 
indflydelse på 
museumsorganisationen selv?  
 

 Actors and context  
 
Implementation 
 

 
Hvordan måler dit museum 
udbyttet af et museumsbesøg og 
brug af digital formidling? 
 
 

 
Hvis ja, hvad er 
kriterierne? 
 

Evaluering 
 

 
 
 
 
Debriefing 
 
Tak for interviewet!
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2. Questionnaire  
 

Figure 1. Screenshot of the web survey intro page. 

 
 

Museets navn. 
_____ 
 

Hvad er museets faglige hovedområde? 
(1) � Kunstmuseum 
(2) � Kulturhistorisk museum 
(3) � Naturhistorisk museum 
(5) � Kombineret museum 
(4) � Andet _____ 

Museets hjemmeside(r) 
_____ 

Definerer museet sig selv som et ...  
(4) � Lokalt museum 
(1) � Kommunalt museum 
(3) � Regionalt museum 
(2) � Nationalt museum  
(5) � Internationalt museum 
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(6) � Andet 

Hvor mange fastansatte årsværk rådede museet over i sidste kalenderår? (skriv antal) 
_____ 

Anvender museet digital formidling?  (gælder også hjemmesider, hvis de formidler museets 
indhold eller samling) 
(1) � Ja  
(2) � Nej 
(3) � Under planlægning 
(4) � Ikke længere 
(5) � Andet _____ 

Har museet en eller flere medarbejdere, der er ansvarlig(e) for museets digitale formidling? 
(6) � Ja, fastansat 
(3) � Ja, deltid 
(7) � Praktikant eller løntilskud 
(2) � Nej 
(5) � Andet _____ 
 

Hvis ja, hvor mange i alt? 
_____ 
 

Hvad var museets omsætning i det sidste kalenderår (i mio.)? 
(1) � 0-4,9 
(2) � 5-9,9 
(3) � 10-14,9 
(4) � 15-19,9 
(5) � 20-29,9 
(6) � 30-49,9 
(7) � 50-99,9 
(8) � >100 
 

Hvor mange brugere besøgte museet i sidste kalenderår? (Skriv antal) 
_____ 
 

Hvor mange besøg (såkaldte sessioner) har der været på hjemmesiden i sidste kalenderår? 
(skriv antal) 
_____ 
 

Hvor mange følgere (followers) har museet på andre sociale medier? (skriv antal) 
(1) � Facebook (alle sider) _____ 
(2) � Instagram   _____ 
(4) � Andre platforme   _____ 
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I det næste afsnit vil vi først vide mere om dig og dine arbejdsopgaver med henhold til 
digital formidling på museet. Derefter fokuseres på digitale arbejdsområder på museet 
generelt samt museets brug af det digitale. 

 

Dit navn.  (kun for intern brug) 
_____ 
 

Din e-mailadresse. (kun for intern brug) 
_____ 
 

Beskriv kort din stilling og rolle på museet. (gerne i stikord) 
________________________________________ 
________________________________________ 
 

Hvor mange år har du haft denne rolle?  
_____ 
 

Hvor meget af din arbejdstid er fokuseret på digitale arbejdsopgaver? (i procent) 
_____ 
 

I hvor mange år har museet arbejdet med digital formidling? (antal i år) 
_____ 
 

Hvor stor en andel af museets formidling er digital ud af den samlede formidling? (i procent) 
_____ 
 

Hvor vigtigt er digital teknologi for museet generelt på de følgende områder? (alle skal 
udfyldes) 

 I meget 
høj grad  

I høj grad 
I nogen 

grad 
I lav grad  

I meget 
lav grad 

Ved 
ikke 

Markedsføring  (1) � (2) � (3) � (4) � (5) � (6) � 

Konservering  (1) � (2) � (3) � (4) � (5) � (6) � 

Drift (1) � (2) � (3) � (4) � (5) � (6) � 

Formidling (1) � (2) � (3) � (4) � (5) � (6) � 

Udstillingsdesign  (1) � (2) � (3) � (4) � (5) � (6) � 

Registrering (1) � (2) � (3) � (4) � (5) � (6) � 

 

Hvilken slags digital formidling anvender museet? 
(1) � Video  
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(2) � Multimedia Guide 
(3) � Skærm med visualiseringer af museets digitale samling 
(4) � Apps til brugernes egne mobiltelefoner 
(5) � Interaktive teknologier (f.eks. touchscreen, digitalt bord) 
(6) � Live comments (f.eks. via sociale medier) 
(7) � QR codes 
(8) � Videospil til børn 
(9) � Videospil til voksne 
(10) � Teknologier, der støtter atmosfære & fortællingen (f.eks. projektioner)  
(11) � iPad (med museets eget indhold) 
(13) � Digitalt museumskatalog 
(12) � Andet  _____ 
 

Hvilke online platforme og medier bruger museet til formidling? 
(1) � Facebook 
(2) � Twitter 
(3) � YouTube 
(4) � Instagram 
(5) � LinkedIn 
(6) � Vimeo 
(7) � Flickr 
(8) � Museets primære hjemmeside 
(9) � Hjemmesider for særudstillinger  
(11) � Egen videokanal 
(10) � Andet _____ 
 
 

Hvilke af disse online aktiviteter anvender museet? 

(1) � Animere brugerne til at dele vores indhold 
(3) � Publicere videoer  
(4) � At netværke med andre museumsfolk 
(5) � At køre events eller kampagner på de sociale medier som er direkte rettede mod børn og 

unge 
(6) � Livestreaming af events  
(7) � At skabe kontakt mellem gæsterne og museumsfolk, f.eks. chats, Q&As 
(8) � Facilitere kreative projekter på de sociale medier 
(9) � Outreach 
(10) � Andet:  _____ 
 

Hvor mange digitale formidlingsprojekter har museet produceret i seneste kalenderår? (skriv 
antal) 
_____ 
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Hvilke af de følgende aktiviteter har museet allerede i brug eller planlagt at indføre i de næste 
12 måneder?  
 Allerede i brug Planlagt at indføre Ikke relevant 

Udstilling af digitale værker (born 
digital) 

(1) � (2) � (3) � 

Digitale formidlingstiltag designet 
til en udstilling (f.eks. apps, 
videospil) 

(1) � (2) � (3) � 

Digitale formidlingstiltag i relation 
til genstande eller værker 

(1) � (2) � (3) � 

Livestream af aktiviteter (f.eks. 
arrangementer, performances) 

(1) � (2) � (3) � 

Tilbyde online interaktive 
omvisninger af udstillinger eller 
museumsrum 

(1) � (2) � (3) � 

Tilbyde Virtual Reality eller 
Augmented Reality  

(1) � (2) � (3) � 

Uploade eget-produceret indhold 
til streaming eller download på 
hjemmesiden eller blog 

(1) � (2) � (3) � 

Uploade eget-produceret indhold 
til streaming eller download på 
sociale medier 

(1) � (2) � (3) � 

Uploade bruger-produceret 
indhold til streaming eller 
download på hjemmesiden eller 
blog 

(1) � (2) � (3) � 

Uploade bruger-produceret 
indhold til streaming eller 
download på sociale medier 

(1) � (2) � (3) � 

Tilbyde digitalt læringsindhold til 
skoler eller andre 

(1) � (2) � (3) � 

Andet (1) � (2) � (3) � 

 

Hvis 'andet', hvilke? 
________________________________________ 
________________________________________ 
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Har museet helt eller delvis digitaliserede samlinger og/eller er det pt. i gang med at 
digitalisere samlingerne? 
(1) � Ja  
(2) � Nej 
(3) � Under planlægning 
(4) � Ikke længere 
(5) � Andet _____ 
 

Hvor stor en del af museets samlinger er allerede digitaliseret? (i procent) 
_____ 
 

Har museet en nedskreven digital strategi? 
(1) � Ja, som del af vores digitale vision / mission 
(2) � Ja, som del af vores overordnede mission  
(3) � Under planlægning 
(4) � Nej 
 

Det næste afsnit af skemaet handler om det, der er vigtigt i museets arbejde med digital formidling til 
hverdag, for eksempel drift, organisatoriske behov og forudsætninger samt vidensdeling. 

 

Hvor lang tid varer museets digitale formidlingsprojekter typisk? (skriv i  år) 
_____ 
 

Er der tale om projekter, der opdateres? 
(4) � Bæredygtighed prioriteres  
(1) � De fleste af projekterne bliver opdateret  
(2) � De fleste af vores digitale projekter er færdige produkter 
(3) � Andet _____ 
 

Hvordan bliver projekterne afviklet? Er der kutyme, rammer eller regler for at gøre det på en 
særlig måde? Er der en slags dokumentation, vidensdeling og/eller evaluering? (skriv gerne i 
stikord) 
________________________________________ 
________________________________________ 
 

Har museet søgt eksterne midler til produktionen af digital formidling? 
(1) � Ja 
(2) � Nej 
(4) � Under planlægning 
(3) � Ved ikke 
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Hvis ja, hvilke? 
(1) � Offentlige puljer 
(2) � Private fonde 
(3) � Andet _____ 
 

Hvilke af museets interne fagområder inddrages typisk, når et digitalt projekt udvikles? 
(1) � Drift 
(2) � Kommunikation, marketing 
(3) � Formidling 
(4) � Forskning 
(5) � Inspektører 
(7) � Designere 
(6) � Andet _____ 
 

Hvor stor en andel af museets digitale arbejde sker i samarbejde med (professionelle) eksterne 
partnere? 
(1) � Kun internt 
(2) � Delvis eksternt 
(3) � Blanding 
(4) � Hovedparten 
(5) � Alt eksternt 
 

Hvilke eksterne partnere og kompetencer bliver inddraget, når et digital projekt bliver udviklet 
og gennemført? 
________________________________________ 
________________________________________ 
________________________________________ 
 

Hvor vigtigt er brugerinddragelse, når et digitalt projekt bliver udviklet? 
(1) � I meget høj grad 
(2) � I høj grad 
(3) � I nogen grad 
(4) � I lav grad 
(5) � I meget lav grad 
(6) � Ved ikke 
 

Hvor godt synes du, at følgende sætninger beskriver museets adfærd med hensyn til det 
digitale formidlingsområde? (alle skal udfyldes) 

 Ikke enig Delvis enig 
Delvis 
uenig 

Uenig Ved ikke 

Vi eksperimenterer og tager 
risici med digital teknologi 

(1) � (2) � (3) � (4) � (5) � 
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 Ikke enig Delvis enig 
Delvis 
uenig 

Uenig Ved ikke 

Vi prøver aktivt at dele vores 
erfaringer med andre uden for 
organisationen 

(1) � (2) � (3) � (4) � (5) � 

Vi har opbygget stærke 
netværk af kontakter til støtte 
for vores digitale initiativer 

(1) � (2) � (3) � (4) � (5) � 

 

I dette afsnit spørges til museets erfaringer med digital formidling. Hvordan og til hvad bliver digital 
formidling anvendt på museet?  

 
 

I hvilken grad støtter brugen af digital formidling gæsternes oplevelse af museet og 
samlingen? 

 I meget høj 
grad 

I høj grad I nogen grad I lav grad 
I meget lav 

grad 

Udstillinger  (1) � (2) � (3) � (4) � (5) � 

Online (1) � (2) � (3) � (4) � (5) � 

Begge dele / 
samspil 

(1) � (2) � (3) � (4) � (5) � 

 

I hvilken grad skaber museets digitale formidling social merværdi (f.eks. inklusion, outreach, 
brugerinddragelse)? 
(1) � I meget høj grad 
(2) � I høj grad 
(3) � I nogen grad 
(4) � I lav grad 
(5) � I meget lav grad 
(6) � Ved ikke 
 

I hvilken grad anvendes museets digitale formidling til at dele viden og informere om 
samlingerne? 
(1) � I meget høj grad 
(3) � I høj grad 
(4) � I nogen grad 
(5) � I lav grad 
(6) � I meget lav grad 
(7) � Ved ikke 
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Bliver museets digitaliseret samling gjort tilgængelig til formidling for brugerne online? 
(1) � Ja  
(2) � Nej 
(3) � Under planlægning 
(4) � Ikke længere 
(5) � Andet _____ 
 

Hvis ja, hvordan? (flere svarmuligheder) 
(1) � Tilgængeliggørelse af dele af den digitaliserede samling online 
(2) � Tilgængeliggørelse af hele den digitaliserede samling online 
(3) � At publicere og dele samlingen eller dele af samlingen på tredjeparts platforme 
(4) � Brugerinddragende projekter, hvor brugerne bidrager med deres egen viden etc.  
(5) � At køre online udstillinger som kuraterer og kontekstualiserer (dele af) samlingen  
(6) � At gøre metadata og informationer om samlinger tilgængelige for brugerne 
(7) � At gøre den digitaliserede samling tilgængelig på museet, f.eks digitale installationer eller 

skærme 
(8) � At genbruge samlingerne og metadata til produktionen af nye kreative projekter, kunst, etc. 
 
 

Dette sidste afsnit af undersøgelsen handler om de erfaringer, museet har gjort med digital formidling 
gennem årene. Hvad kan museet sige om, hvordan det virker? Og er der en måde at evaluere virkningen? 
Hvilke udfordringer møder museet i arbejdet med digital formidling? 

 

Evaluerer museet regelmæssigt digitale formidlingsprojekter? 
(1) � Ja 
(2) � Nej 
(4) � Under planlægning 
(3) � Ved ikke 
 

Hvis nej, hvorfor?   
________________________________________ 
________________________________________ 
 
 

Hvis ja, hvordan? 
________________________________________ 
________________________________________ 
 

Bruger museet online værktøjer og statistikker til at evaluere brug af online formidling? (f.eks. 
antal af brugere, brugeraktivitet, kommentarer) 
(1) � Ja 
(2) � Nej 
(4) � Under planlægning 
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(3) � Ved ikke 

Hvis ja, hvilke? 
________________________________________ 
________________________________________ 

Er der en systematisk opsamling af disse erfaringer? 
(1) � Ja 
(2) � Nej 
(4) � Under planlægning 
(3) � Ved ikke 

Her følger en liste over færdigheder og kompetencer på nøgleområder i forbindelse med digital 
teknologi og digital formidling. Vurder i hvilket omfang museets behov er opfyldt. 

 I meget 
høj grad 

I høj grad 
I nogen 

grad 
I lav grad 

I meget 
lav grad 

Ved 
ikke 

Dataanalyse (14) � (15) � (16) � (19) � (20) � (21) � 

Database management  (14) � (15) � (16) � (19) � (20) � (21) � 

Digital markedsføring (f.eks. 
sociale medier, nyhedsbrev) 

(14) � (15) � (16) � (19) � (20) � (21) � 

Digital produktion (inkl. video- og 
lyd-produktion og -redigering) 

(14) � (15) � (16) � (19) � (20) � (21) � 

Viden og rådgivning om 
ophavsret  

(14) � (15) � (16) � (19) � (20) � (21) � 

Multimedie- og 
hjemmesidedesign  

(14) � (15) � (16) � (19) � (20) � (21) � 

Projektstyring (14) � (15) � (16) � (19) � (20) � (21) � 

Softwareudvikling (14) � (15) � (16) � (19) � (20) � (21) � 

Brugerundersøgelser mht. 
usabilty 

(14) � (15) � (16) � (19) � (20) � (21) � 

Digital arkivering (14) � (15) � (16) � (19) � (20) � (21) � 

Forskning og evaluering (14) � (15) � (16) � (19) � (20) � (21) � 

Digital strategi  (14) � (15) � (16) � (19) � (20) � (21) � 

Digitale partnerskaber (f.eks. 
indkøb og håndtering) 

(14) � (15) � (16) � (19) � (20) � (21) � 

Hvor stor indflydelse har digital formidling generelt haft på museets evne til at opfylde dets 
mission? 
(1) � I meget høj grad  
(2) � I høj grad 
(3) � I nogen grad 
(4) � I lav grad  



APPENDIX 2: Web Questionnaire  

 

(5) � I meget lav grad 
(6) � Ved ikke 
 

Hvor relevant eller afgørende er digital formidling på følgende områder: 

 I meget 
høj grad 

I høj grad 
I nogen 

grad 
I lav grad 

I meget 
lav grad 

Ved 
ikke 

Brugerinddragelse (1) � (2) � (3) � (4) � (5) � (6) � 

Deltagelse (1) � (2) � (3) � (4) � (5) � (6) � 

Oplevelse  (1) � (2) � (3) � (4) � (5) � (6) � 

Videndeling (1) � (2) � (3) � (4) � (5) � (6) � 

 

Vil du mene, at museets anvendelse af digital formidling gennem de seneste 12 måneder har 
haft en meget positiv indflydelse, en positiv indflydelse eller ingen positiv indflydelse på de 
følgende områder: … 

 Meget positiv 
indflydelse 

Positiv indflydelse 
Ingen positiv 
indflydelse 

At nå et større publikum 
 

(1) � (2) � (3) � 

At nå et mere mangfoldigt 
publikum 
 

(1) � (2) � (3) � 

Øge deltagelse i aktiviteter og / 
eller udstillinger 
 

(1) � (2) � (3) � 

Nå et yngre publikum 
 

(1) � (2) � (3) � 

Nå et internationalt publikum 
 

(1) � (2) � (3) � 

At pleje forholdet med det 
eksisterende publikum 

(1) � (2) � (3) � 

At fremme museets offentlige 
profil 

(1) � (2) � (3) � 

At forstå publikum og hvad det 
synes om museet 

(1) � (2) � (3) � 

Samarbejde med andre 
institutioner om udstillinger 

(1) � (2) � (3) � 

Udviklingen af nye eller 
eksisterende projekter 

(1) � (2) � (3) � 
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 Meget positiv 
indflydelse 

Positiv indflydelse 
Ingen positiv 
indflydelse 

Den generelle kvalitet af det 
kreative arbejde 

(1) � (2) � (3) � 

På distributionen af museets 
arbejde og relaterede produkter 
(f.eks. e-bøger, livestreaming af 
præstationer) 

(1) � (2) � (3) � 

På udstillingen af museets 
indhold 

(1) � (2) � (3) � 

På arkiveringen (f.eks. 
digitalisering eller bevaring) 

(1) � (2) � (3) � 

Forbedret adgang til 
samlingerne (f.eks. for personer, 
der ikke kan besøge museet) 

(1) � (2) � (3) � 

Oprettelse af formelle eller 
uformelle læringsmaterialer  

(1) � (2) � (3) � 

At skabe kontakt til nye 
målgrupper 

(1) � (2) � (3) � 

At nå nye sociale og 
samfundsøkonomiske mål (f.eks. 
sundhed og brugerinddragelse) 

(1) � (2) � (3) � 

Andet (1) � (2) � (3) � 

 

I hvilken grad præger følgende udfordringer museets succeskriterier for digital formidling?  

 I meget 
høj grad  

I høj grad 
I nogen 

grad 
I lav grad  

I meget 
lav grad 

Ved 
ikke 

Problemer med eksterne midler 
til finansiering 

(1) � (2) � (3) � (4) � (5) � (6) � 

Problemer med interne midler til 
finansiering 

(1) � (2) � (3) � (4) � (5) � (6) � 

Nedprioritering af digital 
formidling 

(1) � (2) � (3) � (4) � (5) � (6) � 

Manglende kontrol over IT 
systemer og -infrastruktur 

(1) � (2) � (3) � (4) � (5) � (6) � 

Mangel på intern ekspertise  (1) � (2) � (3) � (4) � (5) � (6) � 

Mangel på ekstern ekspertise (1) � (2) � (3) � (4) � (5) � (6) � 

Mangel på årsværk (for interne 
medarbejdere) 

(1) � (2) � (3) � (4) � (5) � (6) � 



APPENDIX 2: Web Questionnaire  

 

 I meget 
høj grad  

I høj grad 
I nogen 

grad 
I lav grad  

I meget 
lav grad 

Ved 
ikke 

Manglende strategi på området (1) � (2) � (3) � (4) � (5) � (6) � 

Manglende indblik i digitale 
muligheder 

(1) � (2) � (3) � (4) � (5) � (6) � 

Manglende viden om ressourcer 
og finansiering af digitale 
formidlingsprojekter  

(1) � (2) � (3) � (4) � (5) � (6) � 

Langsomt eller begrænset IT 
system eller netværk 

(1) � (2) � (3) � (4) � (5) � (6) � 

Andet (1) � (2) � (3) � (4) � (5) � (6) � 

 
 

Kender du til eksempler fra andre steder, hvor digital teknologi har bidraget til formidlingens 
værdi? Hvis ja, venligst uddyb. 
________________________________________ 
________________________________________ 
 

Benyt gerne feltet nedunder, hvis du har yderligere punkter til at belyse undersøgelsens emne 
eller har bemærkninger til undersøgelsens form. 
________________________________________ 
________________________________________ 
 

Har du andre kommentarer eller spørgsmål til undersøgelsen selv? Skriv gerne: 
________________________________________ 
________________________________________ 
 
Tak for din deltagelse! 
 
Når data er analyseret, sender vi et resumé af analysen til alle deltagende museer. 
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ABSTRACT
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tural sector.
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Introduction

Denmark’s cultural policy makes a dedicated effort to support both the digitization and digital
mediation of cultural heritage, based on the general museum ethos of serving the public, catalyzed
by a growing focus on museum mediation as one of the five pillars of museum missions (Dam
Christensen 2007). This agenda has been promoted through laws, publications, strategies, studies
and financial support. Recently, research on the implementation of those directives has identified a
trend towards the prioritization of such digital initiatives, resulting in a general trend towards the
digitization of mediation itself (e.g. Rudloff 2014; Valtysson 2017). For some years now the role of
culture has shifted towards a more instrumental purpose, so that both institutions and the
government are expected to be able to demonstrate the value of culture and its impact on society
(Crossick and Kaszynska 2016; Holden 2004; Scott 2010). As the majority of Danish museums
receive funding from the government, a regular application practice for sponsorship is part of
the museums’ daily work, which is connected to a need for accountability in explaining the
alignment of institutional and—in this case—educational goals with the (potential) funders.
Although the Danish Ministry of Culture’s strategies are characterized by a normative approach
to digital mediation, implying an ideal way of a digital experience, or what Rudloff calls ‘the good
digital experience’ (Rudloff 2014, 28), a paucity in actual research on the topic existed during the
first years of the public funding’s intense phase, as is disclosed in the strategy paper Udredning om
museernes formidling (Memorandum on the museums’ mediation):
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The internet contains an obvious potential to mediate experiences and knowledge about cultural heritage that
museums still can use to a much greater extent than they do today. Yet, there are no Danish studies in the
museum field on the users’ experience and outcomes of the museums’ digital mediation. (Danish Ministry of
Culture 2006, 107)1

This quote shows clearly how certain expectations to what technology can contribute to the
museum world were not based on specific research until then, but the attribution of certain
potentials seems to have been developed without previous investigation. This approach raises
the question on what basis these digital initiatives were implemented, especially what expected
outcomes were suggested by the production stakeholders, such as museum institutions and public
bodies responsible for distributing funding, namely the Agency for Palaces and Culture (Slots- og
Kulturstyrelsen).2

Background

A study on the impact of different models of cultural policy has demonstrated that ‘the mode of
governance and the mode of funding really do prove decisive in terms of technological innovation’
(Vicente, Camarero, and Garrido 2012, 674). In her study on the history of digitization of Dutch
museum collections, Navarrete (2014) links the slow rate of digitization of collections in museums
to national policies focusing on innovation rather than organizational change or skills develop-
ment. The study identifies three forms of government financing: digitization programmes, coordi-
nating heritage organizations and lastly grant projects. The latter is the subject of this article. She
concludes that

Becoming digital, or being able to work with the digital tools across all core activities, appears to require a deep
organizational transformation not always supported by digitization financing schemes. (Navarrete 2014, 167)

Previous research on design processes as part of realizing digital mediation projects has detected ‘a
gap between what practitioners view as necessary to secure funding and what they view as
necessary for designing meaningful digital museum communication’ (Olesen 2016, 283), indicating
that initial phases of such design processes may be characterized by technological determinism. This
study points out that certain expectations of public funding play a role in supporting ‘activities of
practicing technology infatuation and hype creation’ (Olesen 2016, 293).After the Memorandum on
the Museums’Mediation in 2006, a number of nationwide quantitative studies were introduced by the
Agency for Culture and Palaces. The findings from these surveys show that by 2010 all state-
subsidized museums had a website, thus websites being the most common platform for digital
mediation. On average, every museum produces at least one digital mediation project, yet numbers
differ significantly from museum to museum. The actual amount of digital projects offered and
produced depends significantly on the size of the museum (based on revenues)—the bigger the
museum, the more mediation projects they produce (“Danske Museer i Tal” 2010, 29) .3

Similarly, more recent studies from England, such as the annual Digital Culture surveys (Nesta
2017) that investigate the role and impact of digital technology for arts and cultural organizations,
have found an important link between experimentation with digital projects and their actual
positive impact:

(. . .) organisations that say they experiment or take risks with digital technology (30 per cent of the sample) are
more likely to engage in complex activities and report higher levels of positive impact. (Nesta 2017)

On one hand, the numbers about the adoption and distribution of digital mediation projects in
Danish museums indicate a progressive development and growth of a certain digitization of
museum mediation in general. On the other hand, merely offering those initiatives is not equal
to the visitors’ uptake and use of the implemented projects, as the following numbers show.

Websites are the form of digital mediation that is used most by visitors. However, ca. 33% of
respondents in 2010 and only ca. 25% of young respondents in 2015 say they used museum
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websites. Moreover, the envisioned in-house interaction with young users seems to be scarce:
relatively few young visitors are active users of museum social media or apps, only 6% report
having used or contributed to such initiatives (Kobbernagel, Schrøder, and Drotner 2015, 23). The
scarce uptake of different forms of digital mediation can be seen as an indicator of how—on a
purely quantitative level—successful or relevant to achieving certain goals these projects are.

The topic of digital mediation is more complex and nuanced than general numbers of produc-
tion and uptake as different case studies on for example online mediation show. A case analysis of
the Danish Cultural Heritage project danskkulturarv.dk by Valtysson (2017) concludes that even
when digitized cultural heritage is made freely accessible to the general public, cultural policy and
producers act as gatekeepers and thus play an important role in mediating cultural heritage.
According to this study, although the discourse around digitization includes goals such as partici-
pation, the actual dominant discourses are informed by a rather passive view of the users.

The question of whether museums can establish a ‘successful’ relationship with their audience
through social media has been discussed, and particularly difficulties have been pointed out
(Gronemann, Kristiansen, and Drotner 2015; Holdgaard and Klastrup 2014; Kidd 2011). What such
studies have furthermore demonstrated, is that apart from a rather vague framing of the idea what
‘digital’ can or should achieve, there is not always an alignment with the actual uses and outcomes
(Kidd 2011).

Throughout the years of adopting digital projects, both practice and research has discussed
challenges and potentials related to digital cultural mediation also in relation to more recent topics
such as participation (e.g. Laws and Luisa 2015; Skartveit and Goodnow 2010). Responding to the
need for institutional guidance with adapting to this rather quick technological development,
several projects have been introduced, for instance Let’s Get Real4 in the UK (from 2010) and
MMeX5 in Denmark (from 2015), which support museums with specific digital competences related
to digital projects.

Keeping in mind that the promotion of digital mediation is part of a bigger cultural heritage
dissemination approach, this article focuses on the application of mediation strategies realized with
digital media, thus considering both the message and receiver of the mediation. The analysis
focuses on general expectations directed towards what the ‘digital’ is supposed to make possible in
mediation, thereby filtering out the essence of digital mediation by comparing it to general
strategies and trends in cultural mediation practice.

The aim of this article is thus to review and reflect on the factors defining the expected
benefits that have influenced the implementation of digital mediation initiatives in publicly
funded museums over the course of the last 20 years. The focus in this analysis will be on the
mediation strategies that are employed in different digital mediation projects to seek a con-
clusion on how digital technologies are expected to contribute to the different envisioned
goals set by Danish cultural policy. These strategies and goals are contextualized with the
general socio-technological development of digital museum projects, showing up the inherent
potentials and challenges of digital media and whom they are directed at. This paper adds to
the previous research with an empirical study of more than one hundred publicly funded
digital museum projects, contextualized and informed by a review of the Danish museum
practice journal Danske Museer.

Theoretical and methodological approach

This study is informed by an initial literature review covering state-of-the-art research on digital
museum mediation and cultural policy. In order to achieve a broader theoretical contextualization, I
use the concept of cultural mediation strategies (Hvenegaard Rasmussen 2016) as an analysis
framework to categorize the prevailing expectations of digital projects over time. This categoriza-
tion helps clarify the overall educational goals that stakeholders try to achieve by introducing
digital means of mediating cultural heritage or other types of content they wish to communicate.
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This framework of cultural mediation strategies moreover serves as a tool to detect trends over
time in digital mediation.

Departing from general communication models that make distinctions between the roles and
intentions of sender, message, and receiver, Hvenegaard Rasmussen (2016) describes four strate-
gies of cultural mediation: Sender-based, receiver-oriented (either rooted in sociological or market-
oriented thinking) and participatory mediation. This model is a useful tool to highlight the different
stakeholders, their aims and the underlying strategies and assumptions about cultural mediation,
based on the historical development within the arena of cultural mediation in Denmark. Its
straightforward yet comprehensive approach to cultural mediation enables a comparative analysis
on the general macro level and thereby highlights the essential characteristics and influences of
this form of cultural mediation, not focusing on the technological characteristics, but highlighting
the general, human-centric traits of the digital projects.

The analysis and discussion will moreover be informed by an analytical model ‘continuum of
technology conceptualizations’, developed by Olesen to understand ‘how different technology
views are practiced in the context of designing digital museum communication’ (Olesen 2016,
292). Consequently, this approach is guided by two opposing poles of views about digital
potentials: techno-centrism and human-centrism. The methodological approach to this topic
consists of a review and analysis of rich materials covering both cultural political and museum
practice perspectives: in the form of official strategies, laws and contracts, as well as museum
applications, reports, and magazine articles. These materials give insight into the goals and
expectations that both museums and the Danish Ministry of Culture formulate for digital
initiatives, as well as the actual implementation thereof. The analyzed material consists of the
following documents (Table 1):

The analytical perspective is firstly cultural political and secondly institutional. General
cultural political publications provides contextual information about the overall agenda,
whereas the main museums’ contracts helps illustrating the implementation thereof. The
aforementioned documents are analyzed and recurring concepts regarding mediation strate-
gies, technological development, and expectations were detected as part of a content
analysis (Mayring 2000).

In total, this analysis contains nearly 120 digital museum mediation projects that were sup-
ported by the Ministry of Culture’s funds, and managed by the Agency for Palaces and Culture. The
forms for the reports for funded projects include certain guiding questions concerning the
technological implementation, initial aims, and outcomes of the mediation initiatives. Depending
on the pool, the questions differ slightly, yet both contain these categories in order to be able to
facilitate knowledge sharing.

Thus, for the content analysis, the parts of these reports regarding the project aims and form of
mediation form the focus points of analysis. As indicators, expected benefits, target groups and
technologies were collected and compared.

Table 1. Analyzed material.

Perspective Documents
Cultural policy ● Publications by the Danish Ministry of Culture and the Agency for Culture and Palaces (e.g. IT

political action plan (1995), The Memorandum on the Museums’ Mediation (2006))
● Contracts of the main museums (rammeaftaler, previously resultatkontrakter), and application

guidelines and requirements for the pools
Museum practice ● 117 applications and reports of digital projects managed by the Agency for Culture and Palaces,

part of the two following pools:
● Kulturnet Danmark pool (1996–2009)
● Mediation Pool 1 as part of the Minstry of Culture’s Memorandum on the museums’ mediation

(2007–2013)
● The Danish museum practice journal Danske Museer (Museumstjenesten 1990-2016) (issues from

1990 until 2016)
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The official documents that were part of those pools contain a description of the requirements
for applications to be accepted. The museums’ applications and project reports include descrip-
tions of what the (successful) applicants considered the goals and uses of their investments. The
analysed projects have a comparable distribution regarding museum types as the entire Danish
state-subsidized museums: the majority (70%) belong to the category cultural history museums.
Hence, this sample can be considered generalizable in regards to the three different museum types
(art, natural history and cultural history).

The journal Danske Museer describes itself as the museums’ voice in the public debate
(Museumstjenesten 2017), reporting about developments in the Danish museum world. In this
analysis, it supplements the cultural political analysis with a museum-practice perspective on the
trends and related expectations towards digital technologies in general, including articles from
1990 until 2016.

Analysis

This following section contains the synthesis and analysis of the gathered material, which combines
different perspectives (cultural policy and museum practice) on the development and expectations
towards digital museum mediation in Denmark throughout 17 years of direct public funding for
digital projects (1996–2013). Additionally, the development will be traced and put into a broader
context with relevant articles from the journal Danske Museer between 1990 and 2016. The first two
parts describe the cultural political perspective by looking at the criteria that were set through
respectively directives and contract agreements. In the third part, the focus will be on the museum
perspective, highlighting both the development of and the expectations directed towards digital
museum mediation projects through pool applications and journal articles.

Criteria for the successful funding of projects

The applications and reports analysed belong to two different initiatives: One is Kulturnet Danmark,
which specialized in digital cultural mediation (note: the pool itself is not exclusively for museums,
but all cultural institutions). The other grant is the Mediation pool 1—one out of five pools that
originated from the 2006 Memorandum on the Museums’ Mediation. The focus was thus not
specifically on digital mediation, but on the development of museum mediation in all forms.
Therefore, although there is a general resemblance in goals, the aims formulated and criteria to
get projects funded are different from each other, as the following examples show.

Kulturnet Danmark takes its starting point in digitized cultural heritage materials and supports
the development of digital heritage mediation by different cultural institutions. A successful project
application must be able to fulfil the following main criteria: 'The project should contain one or
more significantly experimental and/or innovative mediation layers that add an extra dimension to
accessible-made material’ (Agency for Palaces and Culture 2002). Hence, the digitized cultural
heritage is at the centre of interest, and the task is to make it not only available but to add
something else on top of the material with the help of internet-based technologies.

Further requirements concern project-internal details: projects must have a defined time frame, target
group, and evaluation which must be shared with other institutions for knowledge sharing. Between
1996 and 2009, Kulturnet Danmark funded 65 what they describe as ‘innovative digital’ projects.

The Mediation pool focused on innovative, user-centred mediation in general, as well as
attracting new user groups and younger visitors (between 15 and 30 years old). This pool was
based on a revised idea of mediation, namely museum mediation as ‘mutual project between the
audience and museum’ (Danish Ministry of Culture 2006, 10). ‘The purpose of the pool is to develop
the mediation of art, cultural and natural heritage that creates a quality boost for museum visitors
and focuses on new user groups’. There is no specific focus on digital mediation, as the only
mention of digital is the requirement that projects shall ‘combine the mediation in the museum’s
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physical space with digital platforms’ (Agency for Culture and Palaces 2009). However, between
2006 and 2013, altogether more than 50 projects that focused on digital mediation were funded as
part of the Mediation pool.

For both pools, the criteria for a successful application concern both the content and its
organizational nature. It is thus important to remember that formal criteria (such as ‘the project
must have a concrete end date’) are equally crucial to successful funding as the project ideas,
which means funding also depends on organizational factors, and not only very innovative or
creative project ideas.

Considering both initiatives’ requirements, the term innovation stands out in the context of
setting cultural policy agendas: the application guidelines are aimed at change both concerning
museum management practice and the visitor experience, supporting the finding that public
funding for technological initiatives support both the internal and external work of museums
(Vicente, Camarero, and Garrido 2012). Kulturnet Danmark focuses on technological innovation
directed at the user as visitor only, whereas the Mediation Pool is more broadly defined, and thus
also includes suggestions such as ‘the project should be based on end-user participation during the
project’s development phase’, and ‘the project uses regin-tools’, the Agency’s central registration
system managed by the Agency itself. From the instructions formulated for the successful funding
of mediation projects as part of public funds, it becomes clear that the pools also seek to promote
an innovative development in the culture sector, supporting a positive, experimental approach to
(digital) mediation.

The criteria described are however not very specific and what exactly is meant by ‘digital’ and
‘innovative’ is not clearly defined. Keeping in mind that the two pools analysed here stem from two
different periods, concurring with socio-technological changes characterized by a shift in attention
towards the visitors, they can thus be said to have been influenced by two different cultural
mediation strategies. Yet, both have in common that they portray ‘digital’ as an extra layer, some
sort of add-on to the ‘original’ cultural mediation experience.

Setting targets: contract agreements as guidelines for best (digital) practice

The contract agreements between the Ministry of Culture and Denmark’s main state-owned
museums shed light on the instrumental goals and missions that are set for Denmark’s cultural
heritage (which consists of both cultural and natural heritage). The three main museums (National
Gallery, Natural History Museum and National Museum) have different roles in Denmark’s museum
sector, according to which the National Gallery (Statens Museum for Kunst, SMK) has been named
the main expert in digital mediation: ‘The museum possesses professional expertise and offers
consultation on digital mediation and digital museum practice’ (“Hovedmuseernes Rolle i Forhold
Til de Øvrige Statslige Og Statsanerkendte Museer’” 2015). The museum has in the five-year-phase
‘SMK digital’ (funded by the private foundation Nordea) been able to adopt and experiment with
many different digital platforms and media (2008–2013). It is not surprising then that the museum
has achieved a special status and recognition on an international level. We can thus already see
how Danish cultural policy has picked ‘digital’ efforts as a priority by strategically selecting one
main museum that has the role of being a first-mover, who has the obligation to share the
experience and knowledge collected. Consequently, the contracts include particular success criteria
related to digital means of mediating the National Gallery’s collection. As part of their main tasks,
the establishment of at least one web-exhibition on the website (Statens Museum for Kunst 2001),
and later the editing and updating of their website and creating teaching materials, photos and
videos available online (2005), develop the digital art-mediation (Statens Museum for Kunst 2010)
are all part of the museum’s official contract with the Ministry of Culture. This example shows how
digital mediation has been a big focus for many years, as well as how its character and require-
ments have changed over time. However, this prioritization might by now already have turned into
a standardization, given that the current contract does not contain goals related to digital
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initiatives in particular, except it is mentioned in the museum’s own strategy that the museum shall
still be considered the ‘digital main museum’ (Statens Museum for Kunst 2013, 12).

As part of the success criteria for both the National Gallery’s and the National Museum’s annual
reports, targets have been set to measure the number of ‘web visitors’ (hits, sessions and unique
user). This category was first introduced in the 2012–2015 contract by the National Museum and
the 2014–2017 contract by the National Gallery as a general success indicator, however, had been a
sub-goal as early as 2006 for the National Gallery. This category has been changed to ‘digital visits’
in the most recent contract by the National Gallery, in order to include more digital platforms (e.g.
social media). The numbers that are to be achieved are raised every year, and are either getting
closer to or even surpass the numbers of actual visitors to the museum (e.g. National Museum 1.7
million visitors and 1.1 million website users in 2016). As an internationally renowned art gallery,
SMK expects 2 million digital visitors (750.000 to their website) and 400.000 actual visitors to the
museum. A digital variable has thus already been introduced to be encompassed in the success
criteria for national museums in Denmark.

‘Digital’ has thus for some years already entered the basic management and goal achievement
aspects of Danish museum institutions. However, to see online visits as a success factor is a rather
new trend having been measured relatively late (since 2012), considering Kulturnet Danmark
started financing digital mediation in 1996.

Danish digital museum mediation in development

The analysed issues of Danske Museer date back to 1990, where IT and the museum was discussed
when the first types of electronic registration and documentation programs (under the category
‘EDB’, Electronic Data Processing) were mentioned as an in-house tool for museums. In 1996,
attesting to the immense speed at which digital media in general were progressing, museums
are described as ‘deliverers of content for the new means of communication’ (Museumstjenesten
1996, 17). Before that, and until now, it is important to remember that in order to document,
preserve and share their collections, museums have the task to continuously register and digitize
their collections.

This analysis contains project descriptions from more than 15 years of digital museum media-
tion initiatives and journal articles, thus it describes developments on different dimensions: time-
wise, the development is quite linear and can be compared to the general development of
mediation strategies as described by Hvenegaard Rasmussen (2016).

In general, cultural mediation strategies have been defined by two major characteristics, which
applied to museum mediation can be described as following: on one hand, we have a museum-
based mediation that focuses on mediating the collection and on the other hand we have the
types of mediation that are visitor-oriented, focusing mainly on the visitors’ needs. This definition is
extended by Hvenegaard Rasmussen to emphasize the recent importance of user participation and
outreach.

The following paragraphs describe the digital mediation development from the museums’
perspectives, focusing on the applications, reports and journal articles.

Phase 1: making (digitized) cultural heritage accessible
Especially in the first ten years (1996–2006), digital mediation strategies are dominantly focused on
the message, in this case digitized cultural heritage, hereby enforcing the idea of enlightenment in
which the authority acts as the bearer of information to the people. In the project applications, the
target group is either not named at all, or generally called ‘the audience’, ‘the public’, ‘the user’, ‘the
(ordinary) citizen’. Ideas about connecting Danish museums’ collections and databases electroni-
cally, and its potential for mediation purposes, are hypothesized early on. The strategic policy
document IT political action plan for instance introduces plans regarding Kulturnet Danmark:
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Electronic cultural mediation shall complement and increase the spread of cultural experiences and its related
knowledge. All cultural institutions shall join a connected cultural electronic network with access for citizens to
electronic cultural services. (Ministry of Research 1995, 35)

Having started the process of electronically documenting, registering and digitizing the cultural
heritage itself and with a rising number of citizens with internet access, the potential of making the
museums’ collections databases accessible online became more appealing. It was thus the
museums’ task—as custodians of cultural heritage—to spread knowledge and create access to
this public good.

This trend started with the development of the first museum websites (from 1996 on), which
had two main goals: to give public access to the institutions’ digital archives (both the digitized
cultural heritage and meta data), and to communicate general information about the museums.
One of the first websites making cultural heritage accessible as part of Kulturnet Danmark was
Guder og Grave (Gods & Graves)6 by the National Museum. For many years, this one-way type of
mediation was common and dominated the mediation of cultural heritage. Descriptions of
remediation, such as when the National Museum’s first website was introduced as ‘first pub-
lication on the internet’ (Museumstjenesten 1997, 16), highlight how although the technology
was developed further, its affordances are still ‘remediated’ from the previous exhibition
medium.

This step in the development of technological progress is described as the ‘visitkort-periode’
(business card period) (Museumstjenesten 1999, 35) where the museum institutions use their
presence on the www like a business card to share basic information such as about opening
hours, thus fulfilling marketing-related tasks/goals. Similarly, some project reports from the late
nineties contain descriptions of ‘virtual museums or exhibitions’, where the website works as a
remediation, or virtualization of the physical exhibition space into the digital realm. This mediation
strategy is thus in line with overall cultural political goals: first the museums’ collections were
digitized; information about the items was collected and registered, then as a next step made
accessible. Museums, however, describe some practical difficulty, especially in smaller museums,
adapting to the new technology due to a lack of IT skills.

Phase 2: targeting the user experience
With a shift in focus from the museum as sole authority to the visitors and their needs, the applied
mediation strategies open up and become much more pluralistic. Therefore, after an initial trend of
making cultural heritage accessible through digital technologies, we see an individualization of
museum mediation that takes the visitor’s background and needs into account. Still, the mode of
communication is one way: from the museum to the visitor.

From ca. 2001 on, we find several projects that describe an orientation towards interactivity and
user experience, introducing a pluralization of mediation practices, which now include the visitor
perspective in addition to the focus on the message and the sender’s interests. The user experience
that is envisaged to be facilitated by digital means is described inter alia as ‘interactive’, ‘intimate’,
‘aha experience’, ‘esthetic’, ‘in the user’s hand’, ‘unique’, ‘create their own experience’, ‘new’ and
‘different’.

We now find online games as a new addition to the digital cultural mediation provided by
museums, trying to harness playful, creative and interactive kind of affordances. User-oriented
online projects such as ZOOM7 (2001) or Vild med Willumsen (Crazy about Willumsen, 2004) were
designed as playful platforms aimed at young audiences to interact with art from the museums’
collections actively. One of Kulturnet Danmark’s own projects, Soldaten i Baghaven (The soldier in
the backyard8), was developed in collaboration with all types of cultural memory institutions. In the
project report, it is described as ‘an interactive web story for children’, which served both to
experiment with the format itself and to provide a game like approach to cultural heritage for the
younger audience.
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‘Digital’ is in this phase moreover expected to speak to the younger users—thereby targeting an
underrepresented visitor group—reasoning that they are already familiar to (mobile and online)
technologies and might even demand them. In these cases, what becomes obvious is that this
expectation is related to the technology itself—not the content, or the message. In that instance,
digital is expected to speak the language of a younger and underrepresented (non-)audience—
with the main goal to attract and raise interest for the museums and their content/exhibitions/
collections. This form of digital mediation with a set target group thus resembles a strategy of
outreach. Moreover, this approach to use digital as a pull-factor to attract (new) audiences shows
traces of marketing strategies as well.

‘Digital’ is supposed to attract new users (who might not even be more defined than that they
are new or ‘non-users’). In this case, too, the mediation content does not seem to be central to the
outreach purpose. Underrepresented visitor groups are targeted, which is not only a trend in digital
mediation strategies, but moreover a general trend that might have simple intended outcomes
such as ‘attracting’ and ‘raising interest’, than actual learning or a specific museum experience.

Phase 3: including and engaging: participation
The next step in the visitor experience can be found in more recent project descriptions, taking
engagement to the level of participation. The first projects that were identified as participatory
started in 2004, where the focus was on including the citizens in, for example, writing their own
histories (e.g. Struers Museum’s online portal Byskriveren (The City Writer)9). By 2009, Kulturnet
Danmark was phased out, so the Mediation pool with its focus on the user and audience
development became the main directive. However, we still find all mediation strategies at play,
not exclusively focusing on the users, but depicting a varied view within museum practice
about what needs to be communicated to whom and with what degree of reciprocity. In
comparison to the first digital projects, it becomes clear, that there is a much bigger focus on
the reciprocal user experience. Buzzwords like user-driven, participation, co-creation and inter-
active experiences have entered the museums’ expectations of what the digital can contribute
to their cultural mediation.

With the growing popularity of social media, a more dialogic online-communication can be
facilitated. Descriptions of such start appearing in 2007, more so in the journal Danske Museer than
in project descriptions. This is also the same year that the digital mediation development gets its
own segment in the journal, titled digit@lt (later, digitalt), reporting on new trends in digital
museum practice. The National Museum, for instance, describes how they, for example, create
user profiles for historical figures on Facebook in order to engage younger audiences with a
historical character and create a narrative as part of an ongoing exhibition at the museum. With
platforms such as blogs and social networks, a two-way communication is made easily possible.
The visitors can now contribute to certain areas of museum work that had been exclusive before,
such as contributing their own material (photos, stories, etc.) to new exhibitions, or asking
questions and getting involved around exhibition-related topics. The museum visitor is now
taken into consideration as part of not only museum mediation, but moreover as a contributor,
a participant in museum practice and cultural heritage.

The examples from project descriptions about participation are still not as common as the
ones based on a visitor-centred, but one-way type of mediation. Still, digital mediation is seen as
a possible tool for participatory and engaging mediation processes, facilitating debate and
discussion, which can also be connected to the physical space, supporting social interactions at
the museum.

In 2010, a project including visitors in areas such as collection and curatorial practice was
developed by Copenhagen’s Museum: VÆGGEN (The Wall), a project that attracted a lot of interest
due to its innovative approach of putting a digital (yet physical) installation in different parts of
Copenhagen in order to reach out to all citizens, which then could contribute with their own digital
material about the city and their personal (hi)stories.
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Another project that actively sought the contribution and collaboration from citizens was the
participatory collection and mediation project Rockens Danmarkskort (the Rock Map of Denmark),
where the museum Ragnarock had not been opened yet, but started involving people from
outside the museum early on to collect stories, materials, etc. through digital communication on
social media.

Buzzwords such as participation, engagement, involvement, co-creation and user-driven inter-
active experience have entered the museums’ expectations of what the digital can contribute to
their cultural mediation. With platforms such as blogs and social networks being explicit commu-
nication technologies, a two-way communication can be facilitated more effortlessly. But as theses
examples show, participation is also facilitated through various other technologically mediated
activities. Those activities can be related to different parts of a museum’s work, such as acquisition,
research, curatorial practice and communication.

So, in the examples from the project descriptions we can find forms of participation in the sense
that the audience is invited to partake in cultural activities, in some cases to be part of production
and curation. The goal of these participative activities are not so much directed at citizenship, but
more a strategy to engage and include visitors and potential visitors with exhibitions, collections
and general museum practice.

However, this effect of digital media on the visitor’s perception of the museum is also described as
being negative: ‘If a museum acquires relatively expensive apps and programs for mobile devices
without deliberating its potential, it can have a negative effect on the visitors’ view of the museum. It
might be better to leave the technology behind’ (Museumstjenesten 2012, 30). It seems that after some
years of experimenting and collecting experiences with digital projects, the impact on the visitor is also
being considered—with the realization that offering possibly costly technologies without a strategy or
awareness of its inherent potential might in fact have negative consequences.

The following Figure 1 shows an overview over the mentioned phases, which are characterized
by an ongoing technological development, in combination with a changing view of the museum’s
relationship with the audience and cultural political agenda.

Figure 1. Development of digital museum mediation in Denmark.

10 E. P. MYRCZIK



Analysis summary

This analysis approached the materials in a manner that aimed at showing the transformation that
has been taking place in digital museum mediation. Throughout roughly 20 years, we have seen a
development, which makes obvious that digital museum mediation cannot easily be defined to
mean only one platform, or one form of content, and even less one tool to accomplish a certain
goal. As digital mediation is clearly dependent on technical developments, it also steadily changes
in character.

However, this ever-changing definition of digital mediation might at the times when planned or
developed have not been taken into consideration. Many project descriptions focus on one plat-
form or type of medium, with a belief that it can be used as an efficient tool to mediate the
museums’ collections or fulfil other audience development goals.

For instance, when reaching out to newer and or younger audience groups, it is most often the
technology or medium itself that is expected to cater to the users’ needs. The initial phase,
characterized by technology infatuation and hype creation as suggested by Olesen (2016) can
also be found in the applications. Moreover, representative for this focus on technology develop-
ments is the column in Danske Museer with the title digit@lt (later digitalt), dedicated just to
reporting about the latest trends and developments in digital museum mediation, starting 2007.

One of the first experiences with introducing a computer with an internet-connection to the
museum describes its obvious success with school children. However, the intended use of display-
ing the museum’s website did not match the visitors’ actual use, as they were more fascinated by
the medium and access to the world wide web, than Guder & Grave (Danske Museer 1997, 2, p. 17).

Critical thoughts concerning the actual use and usability of the digital initiatives are only rarely
uttered, which might be due to the nature of a museum journal such as Danske Museer that might
preferably present examples of good practice rather than initiatives that do not work. In the rare
cases that digital initiatives are discussed critically, it is from a practical, organizational perspective:
high costs (both for the technologies, their maintenance and staff hours), requires attention and
skills from staff, or might not be used by the visitors as intended by the museum. Referring to the
lack of sustainability among the majority of projects, researcher Mikkel Thelle describes the out-
come as a ‘digital project graveyard’ (Thelle 2009, 107). In fact, most of the projects that this article
has presented to illustrate the different stages of funding periods, have been short-termed and are
not part of the museums’ mediation anymore.

The adoption of digital mediation seems to be closely connected to the institutions’ resources:
bigger museums have more possibilities to keep up with the technological development. This
observation was also made in relation to the Kulturnet Danmark initiative, suggesting that only
resourceful museums will be able to ‘fit through the eye of a needle at Kulturnet Danmark’
(Museumstjenesten 2006, 24), implying that only museums that already have some experience
with digital mediation will be able to write successful applications, since they can afford to
concentrate on additional projects.

Discussion

This article traced an evolution that started with electronics registration and led to user-oriented,
participatory digital mediation of cultural heritage. Both public bodies and museum institutions
have invested time and money into digitizing collections to find adequate ways of making this
cultural heritage accessible through experimentation and the space for innovation. After that step,
a change in the museum world was observed, where making accessible is not enough, and the
audience becomes a new focus for both museum practitioners and scholars. The following discus-
sion is informed by relating it to the continuum of technology conceptualizations (Olesen),
distinguishing between two opposing poles of views: techno-centrism and human-centrism.
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Digital museum mediation: tools versus strategies

While this article focuses specifically on the digital side of cultural mediation, the analysis of these
projects shows that the digital cannot be separated easily from the general exhibition or mediation
context of the museum. Often, the development of digital projects is not a goal in itself, but rather part
of a new exhibition, an overarching mediation strategy, or seen as an additional source of information.

By looking at the project descriptions through the lens of cultural mediation strategies, the
intended uses for digital mediation by museums become clearer. There is on one hand a temporal
development, which seems to be a smaller but parallel version to the general mediation trends. The
development seems similar, having originated from the ideal of giving access to collections to
focusing more on user-visitor needs and involvement. The first ten years of digital museum media-
tion are predominantly characterized by websites that make the museums’ collections accessible,
and that share important service information with the ‘general public’. Although it could be assumed
that the introduction and adoption of digital technologies as tools for mediation would mean a
sudden modernizing shift, it seems that the visitor-centred potential of digital technologies was not
fully discovered until the introduction of personalized, mobile and web 2.0 technologies.

What becomes clear from highlighting the mediation strategies that are sought to be applied
with the help of digital means is that they do not necessarily complement each other. Digital
mediation in this case has no innate affordances per se, when the technology is used as a means to
an end that either does not correspond or even opposes the qualities of the medium itself. The
introduction and provision of certain media types is supposed to fulfil a certain pull factor, which
attracts visitors that are either already familiar with the use or are imagined to be impressed by the
museum’s innovative display of technologies. In that sense, the technology is used as some sort of
marketing tool to modernize the museum’s image, deeming the content secondary. This instru-
mental use of digital technologies as a means to an end in itself, disconnected from a mediation
strategy, is described in this example about a digital museum project: ‘The use of digital media is
not innovative, but it is part of involving the younger target group’ (Danske Museer 2013, 2, 23).

One exception that should be mentioned about museums’mediation practice is that, although it is
assumed to be a fundamental strategy to the daily work of a museum institution (as proposed by
Hvenegaard Rasmussen’s framework), this study did not find expressions of visitor-oriented mediation
that is based on amarketing approach. The goal in such is simple: reaching higher visitor numbers, and
thus selling more tickets or other products that generate revenue. Museums’ digital communication
strategies generally show traits of a mix of marketing and mediation (e.g. Holdgaard and Simonsen
2011; Kidd 2011), thus it can be hard to separate one from another since one strategy might impact
both goals. Strategies such as outreachmight not only serve the educationalmission of themuseumby
targeting underrepresented visitor groups, but also serve economic development in order to raise
visitor numbers. As such, the strategy to adopt digital media as predominantly marketing tools was not
easy to detect as part of this analysis. The author assumes that the nature of applications for public
funding to some extent opposes marketing approaches, since the aims of the public pools are related
to normative, museum-internal educational goals. This normative, educational characteristic produces
project descriptions that might omit commercial goals that are not in line with the official targets.

That is why comparing cultural mediation strategies to how digital is actually used in this
context helps identifying that it is used as tool, rather than an elaborate strategy.

A digital paradigm shift?

The findings have shown that certain trends in digital museum mediation have emerged over
the years. Those trends concern organizational, technological, and mediational developments,
which have all occurred within a short amount of time and together have caused the need to
rethink certain assumptions about the role of experience and enlightenment in the context of
museum mediation.
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When Dorte Skot-Hansen hypothesizes about a ‘digital paradigm shift’ (Skot-Hansen 2008, 15), it
highlights the expectations that cultural policy and museum institutions have been displaying
towards technological innovation: that it is the introduction of the technology itself that cultivates
change in a rather traditional museum world. We can see that especially in the first years the
expectations in general were sought to be met merely by adopting and offering a new technology,
but not necessarily by changing the applied mediation strategy. Thus, the first half of the
implementation phase of digital mediation was shaped by a predominantly techno-centric, deter-
ministic approach. The new technologies were expected to serve as tools to solve some of the
problems that had existed in culture institutions until then such as visitor demographics. The
digital was commonly characterized as more interactive, accessible, and simply defined in opposi-
tion to the physical (as virtual).

It was however not until the advent of more personalized, mobile media that museums started
formulating cultural mediation strategies that focused on the visitor. The early cultivation of digital
museum mediation is thus defined by the focus on the digital heritage itself, and technological
ways of mediating cultural heritage.

The 2006 Memorandum on the Museums’ Mediation introduced a more human-centric way of
thinking, focusing more on the recipient and their needs. This historical view on digital mediation
illustrates very well, that even within this short time span, digital mediation has undergone some
changes and has had different foci that had its origins in developments in technology and cultural
mediation, via cultural policies.

Danish cultural policy and its implementation have since the 1980s been characterized by an
instrumentalistic New Public Management approach (Hvenegaard Rasmussen 2016), where
agencies such as the Agency for Culture and Palaces act as intermediaries between public
institutions and the Ministry of Culture. Danish cultural institutions are on one hand strictly
guided by the Ministry of Culture’s strategies, laws and funding, while leaving space to the
individual museums to develop their own identities and implement the macro strategies in an
individual way. So regulatory institutions like the Agency for Palaces and Culture work accord-
ing to the arm’s length principle, offering guidelines and knowledge sharing in networks, yet
leaving space for individual development. In this sense, this type of agenda setting is related to
forms of control, since only such projects will be funded that match the pool’s guidelines.
There is a certain agreement on what ‘good digital practice’ includes.

One could thus say that this dedicated cultural political effort to finance digital projects
led to a higher implementation rate and therefore also a greater chance to achieve positive
impact through experimentation, when seen from a long-term perspective. This assumption
builds on the findings from the Digital Culture studies (Nesta 2017) that indicate a correlation
between organizational experimentation and satisfaction with the digital initiatives.

This support of digital initiatives by cultural agencies however also comes along with a
certain control over this development, since certain political agendas might contribute to a
certain framing of the criteria for funding. Since my analysis only focused on the projects that
were accepted for funding by the pools, it is hard to trace, how much of an impact such
agendas had. Yet, critical comments in the museum journal Danske Museer about problems for
smaller museums to able to receive funding might indicate a top-down policy, which is not
able to seize bottom-up initiatives adequately.

Conclusion

This article set out to trace cultural political initiatives aimed at supporting the development of
digital cultural mediation in order to highlight the framing of expectations directed towards
the implementation of such digital initiatives, focusing on the general cultural mediation
strategies.
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The analysis sought to demonstrate the museum practice side as expressed in project applica-
tions and a museum practice journal. It added an overall perspective on both the cultural media-
tion strategies that are sought to be met, and how they align with the funded and adopted
projects. Moreover, a cultural policy agenda promoting innovation on several levels—regarding
both technological innovation on the organizational and the visitor side was detected.

The findings from this study corroborate previous findings from Danish and international
research in this field. Throughout the past 20 years, Danish cultural policy has supported digital
mediation projects, whereby a predominantly positive view of the technologies’ characteristics has
influenced a normative and simultaneously experimental nature of approach. The expectations in
what the digital layer can achieve are predominantly directed at the audience: both attracting new
and young visitors through a more interactive nature of mediation. However, the way of setting the
digital mediation agenda through public policy in this case is often defined by techno-centrism,
thus not focusing on the educational goal, but merely on the medium itself.

Moreover, the requirements associated with this type of public funding also concern more
concrete, technology-centred goals: collaborative work in the museum field on developing ‘extra
layers’ to their mediation practice. However, the goals and expectations described in the successful
applications and reports show a picture of a rather traditional mediation strategy that focuses most
on the material communicated, or the technology used, rather than the target group. One of the
main goals sought to be met by implementing digital initiatives is outreach, attracting under-
represented demographics. However, in practice, the analysis revealed a gap between expectations
and strategies applied to meet those goals.

On a cultural political level, this study traced a development that started with the digitization of
cultural heritage, and that continued by exploring the possibilities of creating access and mediating
the digital heritage. On the macro-level, this starting point highlights the content-based nature of
digital mediation as supported by Danish cultural policy. It is thus not surprising that the early
initiatives are based on the ideal of enlightenment, educating the public by creating access to cultural
heritage (and related information about it). Culture is being democratized and made accessible to the
general public. The general development in cultural mediation (independent from the form of
mediation) thus finds parallels in the much more recent evolution of digital mediation.

Nevertheless, it seems like the mediatization of cultural mediation has introduced a parallel
evolution, which did not jump the first step (merely creating access) as one could assume given the
potentials of digital technologies that were ascribed from the beginning (interactivity etc.).

Especially in the first years of this cultural political agenda, the expectations in general were
sought to be met merely by implementing and offering a new technology, but not necessarily by
changing the applied mediation strategy. Thus, the first half of the implementation phase of digital
mediation in Danish museums was shaped by a predominantly techno-centric, deterministic
approach. It was not until the introduction of more personalized, mobile media that museums
started formulating strategies that focused on the audience. The early cultivation of digital
museum mediation is thus defined by a focus on the digital heritage itself, thereby stressing
technological ways of mediation. The Memorandum on the Museums’ Mediation (2006) introduced a
more human-centric way of thinking, focusing more on the audience and their needs.

This analysis has shown that by supporting digital mediation, Danish cultural policy has also
followed an agenda of innovation by allowing experimentation to a certain extent. In a way, thus,
we can see that the adoption of digital mediation to museums in a cultural political context is part
of a higher strategy, where technological developments are encouraged to act as catalysts for
innovation in the cultural sector.

This effort to cultivate digital mediation can be seen as a predecessor to a normative idea about
the future of museums, both on an organizational, management level and concerning mediation,
where the digital has become naturalized. In my opinion, to talk about postdigital in this context is
still too soon, but more importantly, when Parry talks about this moment, he stresses its normative
nature (Parry 2013).
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Evidently, the mapping of the present material shows a normative approach to the implemen-
tation of digital mediation initiatives in Danish museums. In this sense I propose to take one step
back from Parry’s assumption and aim at a postdigital norm that is not guided by techno-centrism
and thus no longer finds it necessary to differentiate between physical and digital.

This is public engagement and programming that no longer makes a reductive choice between ‘digital’ and
‘nondigital’, but instead anticipates a blend of the two, an embodied augmentation of one with the other.
Once digital media is no longer ‘new technology’, we can use a different set of assumptions, a different lexicon
of terms, and free ourselves from discursive set pieces around uptake and advocacy (Parry 2013, 37).

Notes

1. All the quotes in this article have been translated by the author.
2. Formerly Kulturstyrelsen (2012–2016) and Kulturarvsstyrelsen (2002–2012).
3. The definition of digital projects here was: ‘projects where the museum has supplemented the physical

exhibitions with separate, independent mediation initiatives on the Internet, local networks, mobile phones or
other digital platforms’ (“Danske Museer i Tal” 2010, 42) .

4. http://weareculture24.org.uk/projects/action-research/.
5. http://mmex.dk/.
6. http://www.guderoggrave.dk.
7. http://www.zoomo.dk/, http://www.vildmedwillumsen.dk/.
8. http://web.archive.org/web/20020529235543/http://www.soldatenibaghaven.dk:80/.
9. http://www.byskriveren.dk/.
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