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Abstract 

In the information age, how museum communicates with visitors is different from the 

old time. With the help of digital technology, museums can improve communication 

with visitors in the physical space and online space. The Chengdu Museum embraced 

the digital trend. It equipped itself with a large number of digital devices in the physical 

space and built many different digital media platforms to improve museum experience.  

This thesis introduced how the Chengdu Museum uses digital media to improve visitors’ 

experience and how visitors react to it. It also explored the core factor of museum 

experience from the visitors’ perspective. The aim of this research is to investigate how 

digitization influences museum experience in contemporary museums. This purpose 

can be fulfilled by two research questions: How the Chengdu museum facilitate digital 

media in its physical and online space to improve museum experience? How do visitors 

perceive the importance of digital media in their museum experience? To answer these 

questions, data will be collected by ethnographic methods and analyzed by content 

analysis method. Theory of Museum Experience and Mechanical Reproduction of 

Work of Art will be adopted as main theory to support the analysis. From the result of 

this research, the conclusion is that technology is not the ultimate solution. Visitor’s 

museum experience is a complexity. The improvement of the visitors’ museum 

experience is not determined by technology.  

 

Keywords: museum, digital devices, digital media, museum experience  
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1. Introduction 

1.1 Introduction 

Personally, I love going to museums to be amazed by historical objects and beautiful 

installations and to experience the cultural atmosphere. Besides, I feel curious why the 

Chengdu Museum – my case in this thesis is so popular that there is always a long line 

waiting. As a student in the field of Media and Communication, I am also interested in 

what kind of role of digital media plays in the museum, how museums communicate 

with its visitors, and how visitors perceive and react to those digital media in the 

museum.  

Museums are indispensable in society (Barrett, 2012). Museums have a long history of 

development in the developed country which already inserted into people’s everyday 

life. In the developing countries, museums also become more and more common (Falk 

& Dierking, 2013). “Worldwide every year thousands of new museums are created and 

tens of thousands more are being expanded or enhanced” (Falk & Dierking, 2013, p. 

23). Especially in the late twenty-century, the number of visitors had exponential 

growth (Falk & Dierking, 2013). 

In the last twenty years, museums started to use digital media in the physical space and 

their online space (Barrett, 2012). Within the physical space of the museum, digital 

media can provide conveniences and improve visitor’s experience, such as commenting 

system, digital interactive zone and visual design. Outside the physical location, 



 7 

museum uses social media accounts to encourage participation and interactive with its 

audiences and visitors.  

Along with these changes, museums have radically transformed, 

Over recent decades museums have radically transformed, adjusted their principles, 

policies and practices (ICOM, access in 2019). The old definition is no longer suitable 

for museums in the digital age. Moreover, the museum will continue “to be shaped by 

wide variety of trends and drivers” (ARUP, 2013, p. 5). New technologies will change 

how and where we have museum experience. The shifts of sociocultural context will 

influence what type of experiences people will expect (ARUP, 2013).  

1.2 Research questions, aims and contributions 

The aim of this research is to investigate how digitization influences museum 

experience in contemporary museums. This purpose can be fulfilled by two research 

questions: 

1) How the Chengdu museum facilitate digital media in its physical and online space 

to improve museum experience? 

2) How do visitors perceive the importance of digital media in their museum 

experience? 

To answer these questions, in this thesis, I will use Chengdu Museum as a case to 

answer how the museum improves visitors’ experience by digital media in the physical 

and online space. And how do visitors feel about and react to it. 
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To be clear, in this thesis, I will use the physical Chengdu Museum when I refer to the 

physical space of the Chengdu Museum. I will use the digital Chengdu Museum when 

I refer to the online space of the Chengdu Museum. In most circumstances, I use the 

Chengdu Museum when I refer to the organization as a whole. 

Answering these questions has three contributions to the field of Media and 

Communication Studies. Firstly, this case study provides some empirical data on how 

a Chinese museum communicate with its visitors in the digital age. Secondly, this study 

adopted visitors’ perspective to examine the museum’s practices on digital media which 

provides a perspective to better understand visitors’ museum experience. Finally, this 

study examined different attitudes towards technology in the museum. What the 

museum have done showed its optimism towards technology, whereas visitors were 

more in the middle between optimism and skepticism. The necessity of discussing the 

role of technology in the museum and other cultural public institution is raised by this 

comparison.    

1.3 Case description 

Chengdu Museum is going to be the case for analysis in this thesis. As I mentioned in 

the introduction, the reason why I chose this museum comes out of my personal interest. 

Chengdu Museum is the most popular public museum in the province I live in. In the 

weekend and holiday, there is always a long line waiting to get in. Only one and half 

years since it opened in 2016, it received more than 4200000 visitors (the Chengdu 

Museum official website, access in 2019). 
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The Chengdu Museum totally embraced the digital trend. It is a modern and 

contemporary museum which facilitated with plenty of digital device all over the 

physical space. In the online space, it has official website, three social media accounts. 

Furthermore, it actively adopted other forms digital media to communicate with visitors 

and promote itself. Such as it was the first museum which used live broadcast to 

promote its exhibition.  

In the physical space, Chengdu Museum is equipped with different types of digital 

devices in each floor. First, the most normal type of digital device is digital screens 

which present images and videos about information of exhibits and the museum. Digital 

screens outside exhibition halls are mainly present general information about the 

museum and promotion for current and future exhibitions. Digital screens inside 

exhibition halls provide information and knowledge about collections and collections. 

Those digital screens with different sizes are scattered on different floor and halls in the 

museum.  

The second type of digital device is interactive devices. The number of interactive 

devices is much less than normal digital screen. Interactive digital devices include 

touchable screen, special interactive devices, handheld devices. 

The third type of digital device is special devices. Such as spectra vision. This type of 

devices is supported by more advanced technologies to have a better and vivid 

presentation of objects and scenes. But they are not interactive.  

The Chengdu Museum also stretched its activities into the cyberspace. In the internet, 

it has its official website and social media accounts. The official website works as a site 
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for providing information and scheduling services. It also has a 360-degree panorama 

virtual museum inserted in the website. The Chengdu Museum has three social media 

accounts on two social media platforms. One platform is Weibo which is one of the 

biggest social media websites in China. The function of Weibo is equivalent to Twitter, 

so it is also been called ‘Chinese Twitter’. The Chengdu Museum’s account named 成

都博物馆` (the Chengdu Museum). Another social media platform is Wechat Official 

Account. Wechat has two types of accounts. One of them for personal use, another is 

Wechat Official Account which open for individual, organization, and company to 

apply to use. 

The Chengdu Museum has two accounts on this platform. One is Subscribing Account 

and another is Service Account. These two accounts have different functions. 

Subscribing Account mainly provide a new way of information dissemination for media 

and individuals. The main function of it is to convey information to users on the 

WeChat side. It functions like newspapers and magazines, providing news information 

or entertainment (Wechat official website, access in 2019). Services account more 

focus on providing enterprises and organizations with more powerful business services 

and user management capabilities, mainly work towards service class interaction 

(Wechat official website, access in 2019). 

1.4 Thesis structure 

This thesis includes seven chapters.  
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Chapter 1 introduces the study and its aims, questions, contributions and the outline of 

the thesis.  

Chapter 2 offers background knowledge of digitization of museum worldwide and in 

China. This chapter also mentioned political context about museums in China to 

provide a background knowledge. 

Chapter 3 presents literature review which organize the process of digitization of 

museums worldwide and in China. At the end of this chapter, research gap of the field 

is presented.   

Chapter 4 is the theoretical framework which pave the way to analysis. Theory of 

museum experience and mechanical reproduction of work of art will be addressed.   

Chapter 5 offers methodology that used in this study. Ethnographic method will be 

introduced as the main method on collecting data. Qualitative content analysis will be 

introduced as analytical method. Ethics and limitations also be discussed at the end of 

this chapter. 

Chapter 6 provides analysis based on my empirical data collected from ethnography. 

The attitudes towards technology of the Chengdu Museum and visitors will be 

examined. Then, the impact of digital media on visitors’ experience in physical space 

and online space will be discussed. Finally, the different museum experience between 

the physical space and online space will be analyzed.  

Chapter 7 presents discussion on the relationship between digital media and museum 

experience. Several thoughts on future research will also be addressed. 
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2. Background 

2.1 Museum in the digital age 

Museum as an institution of the society, is also influenced by the flow of digital 

technology (Bautista, 2014). 

In the 1960s, museums in the developed countries usually use digital technology as a 

tool for internal work to improve efficiency, convenience and communication (Bautista, 

2014). Since 1990s, digital technologies are facilitated in museums from inside to 

outside. Visitors in nowadays are deeply affected by digital technology, especially 

international communication technology (ICTs) (Bautista, 2014). In the current age, 

museums become more and more open to change. On the one hand, it counts on its 

numerous and valuable collection which are indispensable and critical to a museum. 

On the other hand, it also encourages participation from its visitors. Digital technology 

opens a gate for museums to embrace a lot of opportunities. For example, it can break 

the limitation of time and space to communicate with its visitors anywhere and anytime. 

Some Museums are revitalized by their active visitors.  

The intention of museums to equip themselves with digital media and social media is 

to make collections more accessible, encouraging visitors’ interaction and involvement 

and participation (Goulding, 2000). Digital technologies as tools could provide 

museums unprecedented opportunities on many aspects. Museums use digital media in 

their physical space to provide better service for visitors. Screen on the wall can provide 

a better visualization of objects. Interactive equipment improves visitors’ feeling of 
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involvement. And voice guide can serve visitors with thorough information about 

exhibition and objects. Furthermore, along with the development of digital technology, 

museums can use mobile telecommunications, wireless and information technology to 

escape from the limitation of physical space. They build online official website and 

digital media accounts to attract more potential visitors. In the western society, 

museums open their Facebook, Twitter and Instagram accounts. In China, museums 

have similar social media accounts, such as Weibo and Wechat (which are popular 

social media platforms in China). Museums use those social media tools create online 

communication space with its visitors. To provide service for people who are restricted 

by the physical and geographical limitations, some museums develop virtual museum 

for people to appreciate those treasures of humankind.  

2.2 Museums in China 

A brief history of museums in China will be introduced in this part. Since the  

first museum had been established in China, Chinese museums have been through ups 

and downs in the more than one hundred years. The process of development has four 

stages. 

Stage 1: time of sprout (1905-1912) 

This stage started from 1905 to 1912. Before 1912, China was still in the feudal 

monarchy of the Qing Dynasty, most cultural relics were conceived as private 

property. The last emperor Puyi 溥仪 (1906-1967) was the biggest owner at that time 

(Lai, 2016). 
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In 1905, Zhang Jian (a famous and successful businessman in Qing dynasty) 

established Nantong Museum in Jiangsu province which was the first public museum 

established by individual funds in China (Lai, 2016). In 1909, Shandong provincial 

library was the first public space functioning as a museum which established by the 

Qing government in the spring of 1909. A branch of it was the ‘Shandong Antiquities 

Preservation Institute’ which worked as a museum to preserve collections and arrange 

exhibitions for the public (Lai, 2016).  

Why I called this period of time is a stage of sprout is that in the late imperial phase 

the Qing dynasty already started to make change on many aspects of the society. After 

the Opium War (1938-1842) and Boxer Rebellion (1900), the power holders felt 

pressures from inside and outside the state. The western intruders and Chinese 

revolutionaries both wanted to overturn the rule of the Qing dynasty. The power-

holders had to generate change and they did. The Empress Dowager Cixi 慈禧 

(1835-1908) issued a reform decree which had been implemented from 1900 to 1910 

(Lai, 2016). Although these reforms on education, military and economy were proved 

ineffective, “they did accelerate the introduction of new social values and formation 

of new elites” (Wakeman, 1975, p. 228, cited from Lai, 2016, p. 53). Since then, “the 

educational reforms, the expansion of the public sphere, and the formation of new 

elites in late imperial China together prepared a platform for the development of new 

thinking on China’s culture and history. New Western ideas and practices were 

introduced into China through various channels” (Lai, 2016, p. 54). 

Stage 2: time of change (1912-1949) 
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In the time period from 1912 to 1949, the introduction of Western progressive 

thoughts has made China's scientific and cultural education activities active. Chinese 

museums had its first climax on developing. But due to the war, it also had a great 

suffer during this time. 

In 1911, the feudal monarchy of the Qing Dynasty has been overthrown by the 

Nationalist Party in the Xinhai revolution. The Nationalist Party established the 

Republic of China - the predecessor of the People's Republic of China. Since then, 

China has shaken off the rule of feudal monarchy. The educational, governmental and 

cultural reforms changed people’s mindset. The society began to accept the influence 

of Western scientific and democratic ideas to reform and develop (Wiki, access in 

2019). 

In 1919, some pioneers who ever had western-educated experience began the cultural 

movement to reform Chinese traditional cultural politics which had been called the 

May Fourth New Culture Movement. They agreed with Western democratic culture 

and republicanism and opposed Chinese centralism. They advocated science and 

democracy and opposed the stiff traditional Chinese culture. This profoundly affected 

the development of China's modern politics, culture, education and other fields (Wiki, 

access in 2019). 

During this time, Chinese government introduced western museum system to China 

bringing museology into the sphere of public culture in China. This is the start of 

contemporary Chinese museum. 

In 1933, Cai Yuanpei (Chief of Education of the Republic of China and President of 
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Beijing University) as a leader to advocate the establishment of the National Central 

Museum (now Nanjing Museum) to promote the spirit of the traditional culture of the 

Chinese nation. Construction began on June 6, 1936. The National Central Museum 

was the first and the only modern and comprehensive large-scale museum in China 

that followed the highest standard of Western museums at that time (Baidu Baike, 

access in 2019). In the 1920s and 1930s, Chinese museums had a relatively significant 

period of development.  

However, this tendency of constant increasing on numbers of Chinese museums did 

not continue. On the eve of the Second Sino-Japanese War in 1936, there were 77 

museums, 56 galleries and 98 antiquities preservation centers. In 1937, the Japanese 

imperialists launched the war of aggression against China, which caused the Chinese 

museum to be severely devastated. Until the victory of the Second Sino-Japanese War 

in 1945, the Chinese museum industry was still in a state of distress. When the 

People's Republic of China was established in 1945, only 24 museums were left in the 

country. 

Stage 3: time of restore and destruction again (1949-1979) 

After the establishment of the People’s Republic of China, a stable regime began to 

restore all aspects of the society. The Chinese government also attached great 

importance to the development of museums.  

During this time, the Chinese Communist Party and Chinese Government emphasized 

the work of cultural heritage protection and cultural relics preservation. Many leaders 

of the government, such as president Mao Zedong joined a movement of collecting 
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cultural relics. “Museums were changing at a quite unprecedented pace” (Su, 2008, p. 

121). However, Chinese museums suffered a great destruction again after 1969.  

The "Cultural Revolution" that began in the 1969. This cultural movement was 

actually a political movement which was under the name of ‘progress’. It aimed to 

destroy everything from the tradition. This movement lasted for ten years which 

caused a large number of Chinese museums to be closed, and the collection of cultural 

relics and specimens was seriously damaged, and the museum industry suffered huge 

losses (Baidu Baike, access in 2019). 

Stage 4: time of flourish (1979-now) 

After the Third Plenary Session of the Eleventh Central Committee in 1978, with the 

smooth progress of "Economic Reformation and Openness" (1979), China's museum 

industry embraced a new peak of development, and a number of important museums 

with important influence began to appear throughout the country. Along with the 

development of economy, the Chinese government gradually devote more and more 

attention and financial support into socio-cultural affairs. Since that, museums had been 

considered as a crucial part of national culture. 

The State Cultural Relics Bureau promulgated the "Regulations on the Work of 

Museums in Provinces, Cities and Autonomous Regions" issued in 1979, which clearly 

stipulates the nature of Chinese museums. It points out that museums are the main 

collections of cultural relics, educational and scientific research institutions. Museum 

is an important component of the socialist scientific and cultural undertakings (Sohu 

News, 2018).  
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Through almost forty years of development, according to a news report in the People 

Website (www. people.cn), Liu Yuzhu (the Director of the National Cultural Relics 

Bureau of China) said that the number of museums in China is more than 5000 in the 

past forty years until the end of 2018. The museums which open for free reached 87.97% 

in the total amount.  

2.3 Political Context about Museum in China 

After late 20th century, China influenced by the world trend of media revolution, 

knowledge economy and cultural creative industry, the Chinese government started to 

adjust its cultural policy to keep up with global change (Li & Zhang, 2009). In 

November 2005, Proposals on “Eleventh Five-Year Plan” highlighted the importance 

of increasing investment on cultural affairs and gradually developing a comparatively 

complete serving system for public culture in the Fifth Plenary Session of the 16th CPC 

Central Committee (Li & Zhang, 2009).  

On January 23, 2008, the Publicity Department of the CPC Central Committee, the 

Ministry of Finance, the Ministry of Culture, and the State Administration of Cultural 

Heritage jointly issued a notice on the free opening of national museums and memorial 

halls. According to the notice, the public museums and memorial halls under the 

jurisdiction of Culture and Relic Departments at all levels of the country have to be 

open for free before the end of 2008 (Ou, 2009). By the end of 2008, there were 1,007 

museums and memorial halls in the country that were open to the public free of charge. 

The number of visitors exceeded 154 million (the Central People’s Government of the 
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People’s Republic of China official website, access in 2019). 

In 2015, Chinese <Museums Regulations > was announced in February 9 by the State 

Council of the People’s Republic of China which was approved in the 78th executive 

meeting. The executive meeting of the State Council is one of the current statutory 

meetings of the State Council of the People's Republic of China. It is composed of the 

Prime Minister, the Deputy Prime Minister, the State Councillor and the Secretary 

General of the State Council, and is convened and presided over by the Prime Minister. 

It implemented since March 20 in 2015. The Chinese government intended to create a 

permissive environment to strength museum’s role in social and cultural affairs to meet 

the demand of citizens on culture, education and entertainment (the State Council of 

the People’s Republic of China, 2015). 

In the regulations, the government constituted obligation and responsibility for state-

owned, institutional and private museums. Museums which are referred in this 

regulation are non-profit organization which open for public with purpose on education, 

research and visiting. The government encourages different social forces such as 

enterprises, institutions, communities and individuals to establish museums by law. The 

functional cost of museums which are owned by the government will be planned by 

governmental fiscal budget according to different administrative levels. At the same 

time, all museums could have special tax preferences. Museums are encouraged by the 

government to open for public without any charges. Encouragements from government 

includes financial support from local government, but only when the museum is located 

in an administrative area which is bigger than a town. Those museums which need to 



 20 

pay to access should provide discount for juveniles, adult students, teachers, elderly 

person, disabled, and soldier. In this regulation, the intention of promoting and 

encouraging the development of all kinds of museums is obvious. The Chinese 

government provides financial and administrative support for museum to fulfill its 

socio-cultural role in the society (the State Council of the People’s Republic of China, 

2015).  

Xi Jinping who is the president of the People’s Republic of China also constantly 

emphasized the importance of museums at different level of meetings and speeches, 

such as his Speech at UNESCO Headquarters in 2014. As the chairman of China, Xi 

Jinping's speeches and instructions have a major impact on the development of all area 

of the Chinese society. Therefore, Xi Jinping’s emphasis on museums has also 

strengthened the investment and support of museums at all levels of government. 

2.4 Chengdu Museum in the digital age 

Chengdu Museum is a non-profit public institution of Chengdu Culture, Radio and TV, 

Press and Publication Bureau. It initially established in September 15 in 1958. It 

developed through several phases and approved by Chengdu Municipal Party 

Committee to renew at the end of 2015 (Chengdu Culture, Radio and TV, Press and 

Publication Bureau, 2015). The new Chengdu Museum is the one that I will use as a 

case in this thesis, and it opened to the public in September 15, 2016 (Chengdu Museum, 

2018). 

Since 2010, Chengdu government invested more than two billion RMB (which 
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equivalent to about two-hundred and six million Euros) on the construction of socio-

cultural infrastructures to build a Cultural Circle in this city for citizens on improving 

their cultural life (Chengdu Culture, Radio and TV, Press and Publication Bureau, 2015). 

Cultural Circle is constituted by several important cultural public spaces such as library, 

theater and museum. The location of these buildings forms a circle which citizens can 

arrive within ten minutes from the city center. Chengdu Museum is located on the 

cultural circle along with new Sichuan library, new Sichuan Art Gallery, Sichuan Grand 

Theater and other cultural constructions. Chengdu Museum is one of important and new 

cultural landmarks in Chengdu City, even in the whole Sichuan province (Chengdu 

Culture, Radio and TV, Press and Publication Bureau, 2015). It locates near the 

geographical, cultural, commercial and traffic center of Chengdu city - Tianfu Square. 

The museum occupies about seventeen acres, with total 65000 square meters 

construction area. The main building is divided into South building and North building. 

South building mainly functions as research area. North building is the area for display 

to public, which is the place that people usually refer to when they mention the Chengdu 

Museum. The display area has seven floors, including exhibition halls, lecture hall, 

video hall, leisure area, information desk, souvenir shops and café. It has four 

temporary exhibition halls on the base floor, first floor and third floor. The History and 

Culture Display of Chengdu City is a regular exhibition and the main theme of this 

museum. This exhibition introduces the history and culture of this benefited by the 

government policies, Chengdu Museum has an amount of budget to upgrade. Chengdu 

Museum is the largest investment on cultural infrastructure of Chengdu government 
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since the Economic Openness and Revolution (Chengdu Culture, Radio and TV, Press 

and Publication Bureau, 2015). 

The new museum space embraced the digital trend when the building was renewed in 

2016. Within the display area of this museum, digital devices can be seen everywhere.  

Within the physical space, digital screens, digital kiosks, interactive devices, QR code 

devices are spread all over the place. In the online space, it has 360-degree panorama 

virtual museum. It even became the first museum in China which adopted live broadcast 

to present exhibitions for people who cannot be physically present in the museum.  

On the internet space, Chengdu museum has its own website and virtual museum. To 

improve the communication with visitors, it opened social media accounts on Weibo 

and Wechat (which equivalent Twitter and Facebook in China).  
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3. Existing Research 

The process of digitization of museums in worldwide and in China will be presented in 

this chapter. In the process of digitization of museums, several concepts will be 

involved, including digitization of museums, social media and digital museums. This 

chapter will be divided into two parts. The first part is focuses on the process of 

digitization of museums. This process has two phases. This first phases addresses the 

computerization of museums. I will mainly present the historical development of 

computerization of museums in a chronological order. The second phase of this process 

underlines endeavor of museums to communicate better with their visitors. This part 

introduces museums’ attempts in the cyberspace, including social media and digital 

museums. The second part of this chapter is a brief introduction of the process of 

digitization of museums in China.  

3.1 Process of Digitization of Museums 

Over the past fifty years, vast of work and budgets are devoted into introducing digital 

technology which includes computers, software for database and networks into 

museums (Navarrete, 2014). Since 1960s, museums’ development intertwined with 

technological development. Until now, digitization of museums is still an ongoing 

process. When museum professionals bring up the term – digitization, they discuss a 

process with two aspects: “1) they record in electronic format descriptive data about 

their artifacts; and 2) they produce some type of digital representation or image of each 

object” (Marty, 2010, p. 3720). These two aspects can be understood as phases in the 
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process of digitization. The first one is the computerization of the museum and the other 

one is the communication of museum towards outside. These two phases will be 

discussed in the following sections.  

The digitization of museum might be mixed up with another concept – digital museum. 

Digital museum is related to digitization of museums, but they are two different 

concepts. In this thesis, I will mainly discuss the digitization of the museum. Digital 

museum will be mentioned as a part of digitization of the museum.  

Navarrete (2014) defines the digitization of a museum as a three-fold process.  

I. firstly, is that museums use digital tools as working methods 

II. The second period is that objects of museums and objects-related 

information are transformed into digital versions.  

III. The third period is that those digital versions of objects are presented on the 

internet which “potentially might evolve into a full-scale digital equivalent 

of the museum” (Navarrete, 2014, p.1).  

3.1.1 Computerization of Museums 

In the first period as mentioned above, museums facilitated digital technology as 

working tools for administrative process (Navarrete, 2014). 

In the 1920s, museums started to benefit from technology, such as electric spot lights 

(Bautista, 2014). The first attempts to facilitate computers in the museum was in 1960s 

(Marty, 2010). With the invention and popularization of computers, in the 1960s, 

computer provide the possibility for museums to have a more effective way on 
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management. At that time, computer systems were “developed on mainframe systems 

and used to store descriptive information about museum artifacts” (Marty, 2010, 3720). 

Around 1966, several museums which from different places around the world firstly 

pioneered the way on using computer applications on information management without 

communicating to each other (Ellin, 1969). Some museums from developed countries, 

such as many national museums in the United Kingdom deployed automated systems 

since 1960s (Wentz, 1989). However, many museums still hesitated about the 

computerization of museum (Navarrete, 2014). On the one hand, many museums, such 

as national museums from underdeveloped countries and some non-national museums 

in developed countries, did not have enough budget to cover the high cost of computers. 

On the other hand, some museums were still believed in their own traditional and 

manual way of management. However, manually managing museums’ records has 

considerable limitations and problems (Wentz, 1989). For example, growing 

collections may make managing work becoming more and more difficult. At the same 

time, all those documents and records which are saved as paper work cannot keep up 

to date. Besides, managing collections and other museums function work are very time-

consuming for staffs and curators (Williams, 2010). 

It is evitable for museums to adopt a more efficient method to create and manage objects 

and data (Wentz, 1989). More and more museums which were driven by the needs for 

efficiency started to embrace computers to improve their internal work (Bautista, 2014).  

Museums initially benefited from technology on administration of collections and “the 

occasional experimentation of other applications such as exhibition layout” (Navarrete, 
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2014, p. 214). Then museums started to adopt computers on several areas, such as 

administrative management, object documentation, conservation management, 

dissemination, and archive applications (Wentz, 1989). Ellin (1968) conducted a survey 

for the International Council of Museums on more than 50 computer projects in 13 

different countries in 1968. He pointed out three types of significant work of computers 

in museums: “(1) comprehensive (national) data banks, (2) conversion of collection 

information at an institutional level, and (3) specific research problems” (Ellin, 1968, 

quoted from Navarrete, 2014, p. 11). 

When museums adopted computers and entered their information, the next step was to 

have an information system to manage (Williams, 2010). In the 1970s, standard and 

professional information management system emerged to assist museums (Parry, 2010). 

For example, the Smithsonian institution developed its own information system – 

Smithsonian Institution Information Retrieval System (SIIRS) and Self Generating 

Master (SELGEM) (Marty, 2010). SELGEM is a collection management system for 

museums which first used in 1970 in Smithsonian (Williams, 2010).  

Another famous system at this time was GRIPHOS ( ‘General Retrieval and 

Information Processor for Humanities Oriented Studies’) which developed by the 

Museum Computer Network (MCN) to help museums to create index for collections 

(Williams, 2010). 

Those systems, such as SELGEM and GRIPHOS, are difficult to understand for most 

museum professionals at that time. Meanwhile, staffs and professionals in museums 

could not find much help to assist them on installing and using those systems (Williams, 
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2010). To meet this demand, organizations such as the Museum Computer Network 

(MCN)which was a non-profit organization started to provide service on the system 

GRIPHOS for its member museums on information management system (Williams, 

2010).  

In the 1970s, computer was upgraded to a new level – minicomputer which proliferated 

in 1980s (Williams, 2010). Microcomputers were easier to use than the first generation 

of computers. The cost was correspondently more affordable for most museums. More 

and more museums joined the computer age in 1980s (Williams, 2010).  

At the initial stage of digitization, museum professionals did not have tools and 

experience to visualize collections. Collections only be recorded as descriptive, textual 

data (Marty, 2010). Then, the new technology had a great progress on digital imaging. 

Museums started to visualize their collections to build their digital image databases 

(Marty, 2010). Visualization of collections brought many benefits for museums as well 

as problems. Visualization paved the road for museums to communicate with outside 

(Marty, 2010). Since then, museums could produce a “virtually infinite number of 

perfect copies of digital surrogates, and transmit them over great distances with no loss 

in quality” (Marty, 2010, p. 3720). Secondly, museums could reach a new level of 

communication and interactive between collections and visitors. Besides, museums 

could “take advantage of hypermedia and multimedia to remove objects from the 

constraints of physical space and present arrangements impossible in physical galleries” 

(Marty, 2010, p. 3720). Last but not least, museums could have the ability to provide 

remote access to the information of collections and broadcast information to the public 
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or any certain individuals (Marty, 2010). However, this high level of digitization also 

produced many problems for museums, such as copyright issues, intellectual property 

issues and so on.  

In the 1990s, the main technological problems on using computers have been solved. 

Museums continued to expand their use of new technologies (Sayre, 2005). Museums 

started to value visitors’ needs (Sayre, 2005). To meet visitors’ expectations, museums 

installed more and more interactive multimedia applications. Museums adopted 

technology as a tool in the first place, however, the role of computer is changing during 

the process of digitization of museums (Navarrete, 2014). “This change was brought 

about not only by the technical advancements, which are certainly vast, but more so by 

our perception of what the computer is capable of doing and ought to do” (Navarrete, 

2014, p. 187). In the 2000s, computers are conceived by museums as a way to improve 

their communication with the public (Navarrete, 2014). Since then, museums walked 

into the next period of digitization. Objects and objects-related documents were 

transformed by computers into information which are published online (Navarrete, 

2014).  

3.1.2 Communication with the Public 

In the physical space, museums evolved and optimized their working on information 

management and other area in the museum function by digitization. In the cyberspace, 

it also rapidly developed into a new era.  
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Museums started to reach online space since 1990s (Marty, 2010). At first, museums 

shared basic information with the public, such as location, opening time and hours, 

descriptions of collections and exhibitions (Marty, 2010). Benefitted from the fast 

development of World Wide Web, it provided a circumstance for museums to 

communicate with the public online (Navarrete, 2014). Museums professionals started 

to explore the possibilities on online exhibits in the internet space. In the process, 

museums realized that the access to digitalized collections increased the 

communication and interaction between collections and visitors (Marty, 2010).   

In the twenty-first century, the evolution of mobile devices and social media provided 

new ways for museum to communicate with their visitors (Parry, 2010). Information 

technologies provide museums innovative ways to communicate with their visitors in 

the physical space and online space (Marty, 2010).  

Internet is a place where museums and visitors are no longer restricted by the 

geographic and time limitation (Navarrete, 2014). Museums can publish online content 

which are available on the internet all the time. At the same time, visitors can also 

satisfy their needs for information at any time and can interact with museums without 

presenting in the physical space (Navarrete, 2014). 

In the age of Web 2.0, museums joined the social media trend. Since their visitors were 

involved with all kinds of social media platforms, such as Facebook, Twitter and more. 

They posted pictures and videos, shared their likes and opinions (Proctor, 2010).  

Museums’ content was no longer distributed through its own website, but also through 

variety of social media platforms (Proctor, 2010). Even though museums did not have 
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accounts on certain social media platforms, contents about museums would also be 

posted by their visitors on those social media platforms (Proctor, 2010). 

“The museum’s digital presence is no longer confined to its website” (Proctor, 2010, p. 

36). 

 “New information technologies have changed how museum professionals achieve 

their missions, and encouraged museum visitors to embrace the new capabilities of the 

digital museum” (Marty, 2010, p. 3721). Many museums developed their three-

dimensional digital museum for visitors who could not present in the physical space to 

have a mimic experience visiting the museum (Marty, 2010). The digital museum also 

“opening an array of new possibilities for interaction” (Marty, 2010, p. 3721).  

In the future, museums will still in the process of moving towards digital. How the 

content of museums is sourced, displayed and explored will be changed (ARUP, 2013). 

“As people become more accustomed to the freedom and empowerment of digital 

technologies, museums will be encouraged to invent new ways to tell stories, engaging 

visitors themselves in the creation and curation of content” (ARUP, 2013, p. 9). Digital 

media will not only broad the way of sharing and communicating on the online space 

for museums and visitors, but also will shape how we as visitors understand the design 

of museums’ physical space and our experience in it (ARUP, 2013). 

3.2 Digitization of Museums in China 

Nantong Museum which located in Jiangsu province and built in 1905 was considered 

as the first museum in China (Li, 2008).  
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There were four waves of digitization of Chinese museums. 

The first wave was the creation of museums’ websites (Li, 2008). Li (2008) stated that 

the beginning of the digitization of Chinese museums is the emergence of museums’ 

website. He thought that museums’ website announced that museums took a place in a 

digital space. In August 1998, the Henan Museum launched their website in the internet 

which was the first museum’s website in China (Li, 2008). 

The second wave was the development of collections data management (Li, 2008). The 

second wave was almost the same time as the first wave. Li (2008) stated that 

collections are the core of museums. The Henan Museum and the Shanghai Museum 

pioneered the way on digitalizing and recording their collections (Li, 2008). In the 1999, 

Beijing Cultural Relics Bureau independently developed a collection management 

system for museums which located in the Beijing city to upgrade work with digital 

system (Li, 2008). This is also the first political support for Chinese museums to 

promote their process on digitization (Li, 2008).  Since then, many museums started 

their evolution on digitization. In September 2001, China National Cultural Relics 

Bureau launched a project - ‘Cultural relics investigation and database management 

system construction’ which supported by the Chinese National Ministry of Finance (Li, 

2008). This project was the first time to lead the digitization of Chinese museums in a 

nationwide which executed by the central administrative department (Li, 2008). 

The third wave was the comprehensive digitization of the museums, including 

collection digitization, management digitization, office automation, collections 
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visualization, interactive technology application and so on. Museums are involved the 

digital equipment and systems (Li, 2008).  

The fourth wave was virtual museum (Li, 2008). The first attempt started from some 

museums which already accomplished their digitization inside the museums. For 

example, the Dunhuang Research Academy which is the museum for cultural relics of 

Dunhuang area cooperated with foreign research institutions to develop a ‘digital 

Dunhuang’ project. This project digitalized collections of Dunhuang Research 

Academy and collected materials of Dunhuang cultural relics all over the world as well 

(Li, 2008).  When some museums achieved success on creating digital museums, 

regional collaboration was brought up (Li, 2008). In Beijing, Beijing Virtual Museum 

was launched in September 2006 which was supported and developed by Beijing 

Cultural Relics Bureau, Beijing Municipal Science and Technology Association and 

other governmental institutions (Li, 2008). In this museum’s website, it gathered a large 

number of museums on the same site, including the virtual Forbidden City Museum, 

Chinese Garden Museum and so on (Li, 2008). 

The process of digitization of Chinese museums is prompted by three different level of 

strengths (Li, 2008). It started by the museums themselves. Museums upgraded their 

environment and functions to improve efficiency and provide better service for visitors. 

Besides, with the acceleration of the digitization process of Chinese museums, some 

government subsidized organizations appeared to support and assist museums’ work 

(Li, 2008). In 2003 and 2006, the Digital Committee of the Chinese Museum Society 

and the Information Technology Committee of the Chinese Cultural Relics Society 
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were successively established. They work as a link between the government and 

museums. They gain the resources and supports from the government for museums, 

and also strive to improve the communication between museums on collaborations, 

theoretical research and many other aspects (Li, 2008). 

3.3 Research gap 

From the previous study in this field, many researches have done on examining what 

museums have done on equipping digital media. In the field of Media and 

Communication Studies, there are not many researches have been addressed on 

communication between museums and its visitors from visitors’ perspective. Through 

a time of development, it is necessary to study how museum communicate with its 

visitors nowadays. This case study fills the gap by addressing the question on how a 

Chinese museum improves visitors’ museum experience and communication in the 

digital age. Moreover, in this digital world, all social sectors and our individual lives 

are closely related to digital technology. However, people’s attitude towards 

technology is varied from each other. This study is a case to discuss how digitization 

impact on the visitors’ museum experience. It emphasizes how digital medias improve 

museum experience, and how visitors react to technologies. From the result of this 

study, firstly, it provides an angle for people to ponder on the role of technology in 

museums. Secondly, the study examined how digital media facilitated in three contexts 

of museum experience. It filled the gap on discussing how digital media works in 

different contexts. Furthermore, under different cultural and political background, 
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museums in China and western countries have distinct contexts. This study could 

provide information to understand the circumstance of a Chinese public museum. Last 

but not least, this study conducted from a visitors’ perspective instead of an institutional 

one. Many researches have been conducted from the institutional perspective to analyze 

museums’ action in a bigger picture. However, this study filled the need to understand 

visitors’ experience in the museum from their own perspectives. 
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4. Theoretical Framework 

In this chapter, a comprehensive review of theories and concepts about the museum 

experience will be introduced. First, Falk and Dierking’s (2013) model of three contexts 

which contributes to visitors’ experience of the museum in both online and offline will 

be introduced in this part. This museum experience theory will be addressed to prove 

and analyze how digital media influence museum experience in the three contexts. 

Besides, Benjamin’s (1969) theory of mechanical reproduction of work of art will also 

be introduced to outline the difference of museum experience in the physical and online 

space. At the last part of this chapter, a description of theories in relation to my study 

will be presented.  

4.1 Museum Experience   

In the last twenty years, the number of museums and museums’ visitors has rapid 

growth (Falk & Dierking, 2013). Since then, museums professionals started to pay 

attention to understand visitors and improve their visiting experience in museums (Falk 

& Dierking, 2013). 

In their book - The Museum Experience Revisited, Falk and Dierking (2013) elaborated 

why people go to museums, what they do there and what they learn from there. They 

created a framework - the Contextual Model of Learning - to present the complexity of 

museums’ experience. Falk and Dierking (2013) “conceptualized the museum visit as 

involving an interaction among three overlapping contexts” (Falk & Dierking, 2013, p. 

26). They are: 
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Figure 1. The model of visitors’ museum experience 

 

These three contexts are not separate but interact and communicate with each other. A 

museum experience is influenced by the intersections of these three contexts together. 

Falk and Dierking (2013) stated that this framework is not only a model to understand 

the “complexities of the museum experience from a visitor’s perspective, but also a 

valid way to empirically measure the interaction and relationship of the numerous 

factors that contribute to museum visitors behavior and learning” (Falk & Dierking, 

2013, p. 27). 

4.1.1 The personal context 

Different visitors have their unique personal context. Basically, it explains how and 

why people come to museums to spend their leisure time (Falk & Dierking, 2013).  

Why do people visit museums? 

the personal 
context

the physical 
context

the 
sociocultural 

context
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Falk and Dierking (2013) brought up two incentives of going to museums from the 

visitors’ perspective: “1) I, or my group and I, desire to satisfy one or more personal 

and/or sociocultural needs; and 2) I recall, or someone in my group recalls, that a 

museum might be one place/context in which that need or those needs could be satisfied” 

(Falk & Dierking, 2013, p. 42). Only when two incentives confluence with each other, 

a decision could be made to go to a certain museum. This decision-making process is 

determined by “the individual’s (group’s) identity-related needs and past leisure 

behaviors” (Falk & Dierking, 2013, p. 42). Under this circumstance, a museum will be 

their destination if visitors’ perception of the museum could match their specific 

identity-related visit motivation (Falk & Dierking, 2013). 

Visitors’ identity-related visit motivations 

There are five basic identity-related visit motivations of visitors. These categories are 

reflected from visitors’ reasons to go to the museum and their post-visit descriptions of 

their experience.  

Explorers are driven by curiosity to explore the content of the museum. Facilitators are 

socially motivated to go to museum with their accompanying social group. 

Professionals/hobbyists go to museum to seek specific content which is related to their 

professions and hobbies. Experience seekers go to museum just because they consider 

that museum is a place where needs to have a look at. Rechargers go to museums to 

escape from their everyday life or perceive museum visit as a spiritual experience (Falk 

& Dierking).  

Prior experience, intertest and knowledge 
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Diverse background and experience gave them different perspective to involve in the 

museum experience. The personal context includes people’s knowledge, experience 

and interests on museum generally. Prior experience shapes our expectation for 

museum visits, and also visitors’ behavior during the visiting. The information and 

knowledge can be gained by visitors from different platforms of media. Interests will 

influence visitors’ direct attitude towards museums. Prior knowledge, prior experience 

and information will not only influence the expectation of visitors, but also decide “how 

the visitor utilizes the museum once he/she visit it” (Falk & Dierking, 2013, p. 98). 

The personal context could help us to understand visitors’ behavior when they visit the 

museum. It also enables us to understand “how and why individuals develop specific 

personal visit narratives” (Falk & Dierking, 2013, p. 27). 

4.1.2 The sociocultural context 

The sociocultural context contains two aspects. One comes along with visitors, another 

comes from the institution itself. Each person is emerged within a culture context which 

involved with beliefs, values, language and other area. Different cultural background 

will bring people different perceptions of museums, and the visiting experience will 

also be different accordingly (Falk & Dierking, 2013). Museums will also create their 

own sociocultural context. The environment of a museum is created by its staff and 

professionals who have their own cultural backgrounds. They decided what is worthy 

and value to present in the museum (Falk & Dierking, 2013). 
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“Beyond personal needs, also, there are the collective needs of communities and 

societies” (Falk & Dierking, 2013, p. 65). These collective needs, such as the 

educational role of the museum, formed the sociocultural context. 

How media portrayed museums will also influence people’s perception on them. 

Meanwhile, the prevalent use of social media also provide opportunities for visitors to 

frame museums from their perspective. “Through this process our audiences not only 

make their own meanings about their experiences during or after the visit, they also 

actively shape the perception of the museum for others beyond their immediate group” 

(Falk & Dierking, 2013, p. 65).  

4.1.3 The physical context 

The physical context mainly focuses on the physical setting of the museum, including 

the architecture, the environment, objects, and other physical setting in the museum 

(Falk & Dierking, 2013). The physical context factors “strongly influence how visitors 

move through the museum, what they observe, and what they remember” (Falk & 

Dierking, 2013, p. 28).  

Most of visitors come to museums to see exhibitions (Falk & Dierking, 2013). Majority 

of them come to museums without any background knowledge about the exhibitions 

they are going to see. Visitors actively interact with exhibitions. They are looking 

forward to enjoying exhibitions through “reading labels, watch videos, listening to 

audio, observing, and, increasingly, interacting with objects on display” (Falk & 

Dierking, 2013, p. 104). Majority of visitors still spend much time on experiencing 
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exhibitions, observing collections and those messages presented in the exhibitions, 

even though they do not really know much about them (Falk & Dierking, 2013). 

Physical context includes many factors, but the designed spaces of exhibitions are 

considered as the most important one on influencing visitors’ experience (Falk & 

Dierking, 2013). To improve visitors’ experience in the museum, museum 

professionals studied how and why visitors interact with exhibitions, objects, 

interpretive medias and so on for nearly a century (Falk & Dierking, 2013). 

The core ingredient of museums are its objects (Falk & Dierking, 2013). In the physical 

space, museums adopt many different tools to improve the communication between 

visitors and objects. Interaction with objects, exhibition labels and digital media in the 

museum are all crucial to the museum experience. 

Every visitor has their unique perspective to see exhibitions which makes their 

museums experience different from each other. Their different motivation decided what 

they will primarily focus on. “The specific things a visitor chooses to attend to and the 

meaning he makes of them become the museum experience for that visitor” (Falk & 

Dierking, 2013, p. 105) 

However, this individual initiative is exactly what many museums ignored (Falk & 

Dierking, 2013). Many museum professionals did not recognize the importance of 

visitors’ active creation and meaning making of their own experience. Museum 

professionals steered the design of museum space and exhibitions based on their 

assumptions towards museums’ preference instead of visitors (Falk & Dierking, 2013).  
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4.2 mechanical reproduction of work of art 

In his book The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction, Walter Benjamin 

(1969) presented the theory of mechanical reproduction of works of art. Technical 

reproduction, “historically, it advanced intermittently and in leaps at long intervals, but 

with accelerated intensity” (Benjamin, 1969, p. 2). In the early period, only several art 

works can be technically reproduced, such as coins, terra cottas. Others were too unique 

to be technically reproduced. besides, the technique at that time was also 

underdeveloped. Founding and stamping are the only two procedures known by Greeks 

to technically reproduce works of art (Benjamin, 1969). Until nineteenth century, the 

creation of lithography brought reproduction of art work to a new level (Benjamin, 

1969). It enabled graphic arts to be technically reproduced in large numbers and in 

frequent changing forms. Only a few decades later, photography surpass lithography 

on reproduction of image and sound (Benjamin, 1969). “Around 1900 technical 

reproduction had reached a standard that not only permitted it to reproduce all 

transmitted works of art and thus to cause the most profound change in their impact 

upon the public; it also had captured a place of its own among the artistic processes” 

(Benjamin, 1969, p. 3). However, reproduction cannot replace the original work. As 

Benjamin said that reproduction did not have “its presence in time and space and its 

unique existence at the place where it happens to be” (Benjamin, 1969. p. 3). This 

presence is the perquisite of the authenticity of the art work (Benjamin, 1969).  

”The authenticity of a thing is the essence of all that is transmissible from its beginning, 
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ranging from its substantive duration to its testimony to the history which it has 

experienced” (Benjamin, 1969. p. 4). Benjamin (1969) used the term “aura” to describe 

what “withers in the age of mechanical reproduction” of the work of art(Benjamin, 

1969. p. 4), which also refer to the authenticity of the work of art. 

Benjamin (1969) used the meaning of natural “aura” as reference to explain the concept 

of “aura” of the work of art. The natural aura is “the unique phenomenon of a distance, 

however close it may be” (Benjamin, 1969. p. 5). The decay of the aura of authentic art 

work is caused by two circumstances. On the one hand, contemporary masses want to 

become closer to art. However, on the other hand, original art works are unique and not 

easy accessible. Contemporary masses instead chose to embrace reproductions of art 

works (Benjamin, 1969). These reproductions are linked with transitoriness and 

reproducibility (Benjamin, 1969). Mechanical reproductions could never capture the 

‘aura’ of the work of art. 

“ It is significant that the existence of the work of art with reference to its aura is never 

entirely separated from its ritual function” (Benjamin, 1969, p. 6). The authenticity of 

work of art rooted in ritual value, whereas mechanical reproduction released art work 

from the “parasitical dependence on ritual” (Benjamin, 1969, p. 6). Therefore, how art 

works are received is divided into two types: one emphasizes on the cult value, another 

one emphasizes the exhibition value (Benjamin, 1969). 
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4.3 A framework for studying the museum experience of the Chengdu Museum 

Based on the theory of museum experience and mechanical reproduction of work of art, 

I would like to build a framework to fit the need of my study. Since my purpose of this 

thesis is to investigate how digitization influences museum experience in contemporary 

museums, two aspects must be addressed. They are: the Chengdu Museum’s actions on 

equipping digital media to improve museum experience, and the examination on the 

core factor of museum experience. 

The Chengdu Museum renewed in 2016. It met the trend of the digital age and the 

standards of ideal modern museums. A large number of digital devices are deployed in 

the hall. The Chengdu Museum’s heavily investment on digital devices implied their 

techno-optimism. According to their published report on 2015 annual survey, they 

investigated its visitors’ needs on museum experience. To solve these problems 

presented in the report, the Chengdu Museum adjusted their facilities, service and 

exhibition related functions to provide a better experience for its visitors before its 

opening. Theory of museum experience will be used to analyze the museum’s attempts 

to improve visitors’ museum experience. However, visitors’ reaction indicated that 

problems have not been solved by these digital media. Thus, the theory of museum 

experience and mechanical reproduction will be used to examine the core factor of 

museum experience and to discuss the role of digital media in visitors’ museum 

experience. 

 



 44 

5. Methodology 

This chapter aims to introduce and explain the research methodology which applied in 

this study. The design type of this descriptive research is case study. Chengdu Museum 

is the case to conduct the research and reflect findings. In this thesis, ethnographic 

methods are primary method for collecting data, including walk-along interviews, in-

depth interviews, on-site observations and netnography. The reason for choosing those 

ethnographic methods and the selection of data will be explained. Besides, content 

analysis will be introduced in this chapter as analytical methods. At the end of this 

chapter, a critical review of methods which refers to the limitation and ethics of the 

research design will be discussed. The research design of this thesis is a mix-method 

approach.  

5.2 Ethnographic methods 

My research design heavily relies on ethnographic methods. In this study, I conducted 

a short-term ethnography, using method including on-site observations, walk-along 

interviews, in-depth interviews, and netnography. Ethnography is a research approach 

which as Tim Ingold stated has “its objective to describe the lives of people other than 

ourselves, with an accuracy and sensitivity honed by detailed observation and 

prolonged first-hand experience” (Ingold, 2008, p. 69, quoted from Pink & Morgan, 

2013). In this case, a short-term immersive ethnography can help me to obtain data on 

context of the Chengdu Museum, visitors’ behavior, and other first-hand material.  

Pink (2013) conceived ethnographic place as ‘unbounded' (Ingold, 2008, quoted from 
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Pink & Morgan, 2013). It could be a locality, but also may beyond the locality and be 

a “collection or configuration of things” (Pink & Morgan, 2013, p. 354). Ethnographic 

place could not limit to the fieldwork localities, it could be “the entanglements through 

which ethnographic knowing emerges” (Pink & Morgan, 2013, p. 354). In my 

ethnographic study, my ethnographic places include both physical locality and virtual 

space. For the physical place, I choose the display area of the Chengdu Museum which 

already mentioned before. In this physical space, I did my on-site observation on the 

environment, facilities and anything involved with digitization of the Chengdu Museum. 

I also observe the visitors when they are interactive with digital devices. My second 

ethnographic place is on the cyberspace. I did netnography on the Chengdu Museums’ 

official website and social media accounts. In those space, I collected information about 

the museum, and their communication and interaction with their visitors on their social 

media accounts. 

Unlike long-term ethnographic research, short-term ethnography could not wait for 

things to happen. Restricted by the short time, ethnographer need to participate in the 

project or actively seek for chances to approach people who are at the center of the 

action (Pink & Morgan, 2013). 

5.2.1 On-site observations 

Observation is a complex ethnographic research method (Baker, 2006). It needs 

researchers take different roles, use different techniques, and spend considerable time 

on collecting data (Baker, 2006). In ethnographic observation, researchers need to 
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physically and socially get close to the people who they want to conduct research on 

(Emerson et al., 2011).  

Ethnographic observation allows researchers to observe people “in their native 

environment in order to understand ‘things’ from their perspective” (Baker, 2006, p. 

171)  

On-site observation was been made from February 25 to March 06 in 2019 in the 

Chengdu Museum. The Chengdu Museum is a public museum which opens for free. 

People can get access to the display building with certificated documents, such as ID, 

passport and so on. It is easy for me to get access to the building and conduct my 

observation. In the physical space of the museum, I averagely spent three hours every 

day on observing. First, I walked around the museum to have a clear picture of its 

environment. In this process, I took notes on three aspects: how many digital devices 

the museum adopted, how many of them are interactive or not, and how many signs 

which related to digital service such as QR code in this museum. Besides, I observed 

visitors’ reaction towards digital devices. I chose to stand near digital devices which 

have interactive equipment and normal digital screens. I observed whether visitors 

noticed those digital devices and how they reacted to them.  

Spradley (1980) and Adler and Adler (1994) developed Gold’s (1958) theory on types 

of ethnographic observer (Baker, 2006). They together divided ethnographic observers 

into four types: nonparticipation, complete observer, observer-as-participant, moderate 

or peripheral membership (Baker, 2006). 

In this observation, I was just a spectator in this process, which fulfill the definition of 
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Complete Observer. Complete observer is “passive” (Spradley, 1980, quoted from 

Baker, 2006, P. 174). This type of researcher is present in the field space, but they do 

not interact with people they observe. I did not have a high level of involvement and 

participation in the process. Even though, I still remember my role as a researcher, and 

“remain detached enough to collect and analyze data relevant to the problem under 

investigation” (Baker, 2006, p. 172). However, this kind of detachment could be a 

disadvantage for research, since researcher could not directly communicate with 

insiders. It will be difficult for them to capture the whole information exchange (Baker, 

2006). In the whole research process, observation is just a starting point. It is a great 

method which is often used with other ethnographic data collecting method (Baker, 

2006). In this thesis research process, other methods, such as interview, will make up 

this insufficiency.  

5.2.2 Walk-along interviews 

More and more social scientist deployed mobile methods to conduct their research 

(Jones et al., 2008). When people walk out of their everyday life, mobile method is a 

good way to study their movement. Movement could be a tool for “exploring the 

activities those movements permit and the spaces in which these take place” (Jones et 

al., 2008, p. 3). This method could be a mix of participant observation and interview 

(Kusenbach, 2003). Researcher walks along their participants to collect data through 

asking questions and observing. Researchers “actively explore their subjects’ stream of 

experiences and practices as they move through, and interact with, their physical and 
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social environment” (Kusenbach, 2003, p. 463). Walk-along interview can examine the 

participant’s relationship with the environment (Jones et al., 2008). In my research, the 

environment which is the museum space is limited to a specific spatial location. 

The aim of the walk-along interview is to understand how visitors conceive digital 

devices in the museum and to experience how they react to them. Before I conducted 

the interviews, I asked visitors for permission on recording conversation, but most of 

them refused. So I decided to writing down right after the interviews instead of 

recording them by audio or video. 

I did fifteen walk-along interviews in the Chengdu Museum with visitors which age 

from 18 to 30 years old. This was a semi-structured interview, consisting of eight 

questions. Nine of participants were female, and six were male visitors. Eight simple 

questions were asked which around their opinion on digital media in the museum and 

on the museum’s social media account. I introduced myself and informed them with 

my purpose when I approached visitors. I only brought up questions when they allowed 

me to interview them. 

There are two reasons why I limit the age range from 18 to 30. On the one hand, people 

who at this age are generally more familiar with digital devices and more interested in 

them than elderly people. On the other hand, it was easier for me as a researcher to 

approach those who were in the same age range with me. The sexuality of interviewees 

is not balanced. There are three more female interviewees than male interviewees. 

According to my observation during a certain time, there were generally more female 

than male visitors at the Chengdu Museum. Besides, sexuality is not the core factor in 
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this walk-along interview, so the imbalanced sexuality is not a problem to this process.  

In the analysis, I will use WK1 to WK15 to stand for my fifteen interviewees, regardless 

of gender difference.  

5.2.3 In-depth interviews 

There are two reasons why I chose to find interviewees in the resting area. First, the 

resting area is a ‘neutral’ space where I could not make pre-assumptions on people. For 

example, people who stand in front of a digital device or even interact with it might be 

more interested in digital equipment. This kind of personal preference might influence 

the result of research. Second, people in the resting area will be more relax and willing 

to accept interviews. 

I conducted eight in-depth interviews with four female visitors and four male visitors 

whose age are from 20 to 30 years old. In the Chengdu Museum, I approached visitors 

in the resting area. The reason for setting this age range is basically the same as how I 

explained in the chapter of walk-along interview. People in this age range are generally 

more familiar and sensitive with digital devices. The sexuality of in-depth interviews is 

balanced. This because that the gender difference could be a factor on influencing the 

result of research. This is a semi-structured in-depth interview, I prepared twenty 

questions on four aspects. Questions around: visitors’ personal information; their 

knowledge on the Chengdu Museum’s digital facilities and platforms; their interaction 

with the Chengdu Museum in the cyberspace and their experience in the Chengdu 

Museum.  
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In the analysis, I will use F1 to F4 to present my four female interviewees, and M1 to 

M4 for male ones.  

5.2.4 Netnography 

Netnography emerged when the internet started to develop in 1990s in the United States 

(Costello et al., 2017). This method firstly used on collecting data in the online 

community and static webpages. Then internet developed into the time of Web 2.0, 

user-generated content became a new form of content in the internet. Netnography also 

adjusted along with the change (Costello et al., 2017). Pollok et al. (2014) stated the 

benefit of netnography which is unobtrusive. Netnography is a “unobtrusive and 

noninfluencing monitoring of the communication and interaction of community 

members to gain practical insights into their usage behavior” (Pollok et al., 2014, p. 2, 

quoted from Costello et al., 2017, p. 3).  

In this study, netnography is adopted to collect data of what the Chengdu Museum have 

done to improve museum experience and communicate with its visitors in the online 

space. On the online space, the Chengdu Museum mainly used three platforms to make 

communication with visitors. The three platforms are the museum’s official website, 

Weibo and Wechat. I conducted netnography on the Chengdu Museum’s official 

website, Weibo account and two Wechat accounts.  

On the official website, I mainly collected data on information about the museum to 

have a better understanding of its history and current situation, such as the history of 

the museum, the introduction of the museum and exhibitions and so on. Weibo account 
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and two Wechat accounts are channels for the Chengdu Museum to communicate with 

its visitors and potential visitors. Weibo account is an open account, people who follow 

this account or not can read all the content the account posted. The Chengdu Museum 

and people can interact on the platform by reposting, commenting and liking. The 

content from the Chengdu Museum’s Weibo account from the first post to the last post 

of 2018 as sample to conduct my analysis. It published 539 posts from the first post to 

the last post in 2018. Two peaks of the posts’ flow rested in January and August, which 

are 115 and 70 posts for each month. These two months are summer and winter long 

vacations for students at all ages. 

Wechat account is different from Weibo account. People need to subscribe the account 

to receive new content and read all the past content, otherwise people can only read one 

to two content under the account. On the Chengdu Museum’s two Wechat accounts, I 

also collected data from the first post to the last post of 2018. In the 2018 whole year, 

the Chengdu Museum published 191 articles in the subscribing account and 252 articles 

in the service account. Due to the difference of Subscribing Account and Service 

Account, the content in the Service Account will be much less than the Subscribing 

Account. 

I followed the Chengdu Museum’s Weibo account and two Wechat account. All the data 

from Weibo account and Wechat accounts were manually downloaded and recorded. 

The data from Weibo and Wechat platforms provide what the Chengdu Museum have 

done in the whole year of 2018 to improve museum experience and enhance 

communication with its visitors, such as providing information and background 
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knowledge, and interacting with audiences. The data will be used to support the analysis 

on how the Chengdu Museum use digital media to improve the visitors’ museum 

experience.  

5.3 Content analysis as an analytical method 

The history of content analysis in research could trace back to eighteen-century in 

Scandinavia (Rosengren, 1981, quoted from Hsieh & Shannon, 2005). Researchers 

could use content analysis as either a qualitative or quantitative method.  

 

In this thesis, research data has been mainly collected by the means of ethnographic 

researches. Most of it is text, such as interview notes, observation notes and data from 

online platforms. To analyze these texts, qualitative content analysis method has been 

employed. Besides, qualitative content analysis method provides rule of analysis that 

data can be sorted into different units step by step (Mayring, 2000). Thus, data and 

interpretation of data can be categorized into units to fit the structure of theoretical 

framework. Furthermore, qualitative analysis method provides criteria of reliability and 

validity for the analysis process. The procedures of systematic text analysis have the 

“pretension to be inter-subjectively comprehensible and to carry out checks for 

reliability” (Mayring, 2000, p. 3) 
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5.4 Ethics and Limitations 

Even though observation is one of the least intrusive data collection method, it also has 

ethical issues on privacy (Adler & Adler, 1994; Jorgensen, 1989; Chatman, 1992, 

quoted from Baker, 2006). In the process of observation, I informed related museum 

staffs what I was doing to avoid any misunderstandings. I ensured the staff that all the 

collected data is for the purpose of academic research only and that it will not be 

released outside of this context. I also keep open for questions to anyone who in my 

field place and curious and interested in my research. Those people have their rights to 

know the aim of my research. One thing could be problematic is that I did not inform 

people who come into my observation field. Even though the data which I collected 

from them are safe with me, some people might think that it will violate their privacy. 

This is also an argument among anthropologist. Jorgensen (1989) stated that researcher 

does not need to “inform people of research intentions, or even protect them from 

possible harmful consequences” (Jorgensen, 1989, p. 28, quoted from Baker, 2006, p. 

184). However, many anthropologists such as Adler and Adler (1994) does not agree 

with him (Baker, 2006).  

There are some limitations of the in-depth interview. In-depth interview is static, in 

which talking is the center of attention (Kusenbach, 2003). The process of interviewing 

does not happen in a ‘natural’ environment. Interviewees might be nervous about what 

they offer to the researcher. Besides, my in-depth interviews are semi-structured, 

interviewees might be restricted by the questions and their expression which probably 
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makes some interesting data to be missed. Furthermore, the limited interview situation 

may also “magnify the dialectal relationship between the participants instead of 

promoting a shared perspective and a more egalitarian connection” (Kusenbach, 2003, 

p. 462) 

To protect interviewees’ privacy, I did not ask any questions which may violate their 

privacy and I kept their identity anonymous in my translation of interviews. When I 

conducted the analysis of the social media content, I did not use personal accounts’ user 

names without asking for their permission. 

To keep the reliability of the research, during the process of ethnography, I kept 

objective and neutral as my best to avoid any bias and pre-assumption. I wrote down 

almost everything in my research process without any selection to ensure the validity 

of my research. 
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6. Analysis 

The analysis is built upon the theoretical framework and empirical data I collected in 

my ethnographical work. This chapter aims to answer research questions raised in the 

introduction: How the Chengdu museum facilitate digital media in its physical and 

online space to improve museum experience? How do visitors perceive the importance 

of digital media in their museum experience? To answer these questions, the analysis 

will be presented in two parts. Firstly, I would like to analyze the impact of digital 

media on visitors’ museum experience of the Chengdu Museum. Besides, the core 

factor of museum experience in the Chengdu Museum will be revealed from the visitors’ 

perspective to examine the importance of digital media in visitors’ museum experience. 

6.1 The impact of digital media on museum experience 

In this part, the museum experience theory from Falk and Dierking (2013) will be used 

as a framework to analyze three aspects. Firstly, what the Chengdu Museum have done 

with digital media will be presented. Secondly, how these digital media influence 

visitors’ museum experience will be discussed. Finally, how visitors react to these 

digital media will also be addressed. 

The Chengdu Museum facilitated a large number of digital medias in the physical space 

of the museum and also opened many social media accounts. These actions were taken 

to improve visitors’ museum experience and to have a better communication with them.  

This section will examine what the Chengdu Museum have done in the physical and 

online space on improving visitors’ museum experience with the help of digital media. 
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Falk and Dierking (2013) stated that museum experience is a complexity which consists 

of three contexts: personal context, socio-cultural context and physical context. The 

intersections of these three contexts influenced visitors’ museum experience.  

6.1.1 Personal context 

Personal context involved with visitors’ personal motivation to go to museums, their 

perception towards museums. It also contains visitors’ interests, sources of information 

and prior knowledge about museums (Falk & Dierking, 2013). People come to visit 

museum for different reasons and purposes. How to add influences on visitors’ personal 

context before they come to the museum will influence their experience in the physical 

space of the museum.  

In this context, museums can also provide information and knowledge to help visitors 

to raise more interest in the museum and have a more solid background knowledge 

before they go to the museum.  

The Chengdu Museum opened official website and social media accounts to provide 

information and knowledge for its visitors. On these platforms, visitors can have some 

information and background knowledge of the museum and exhibitions to have a better 

perception of the museum. Meanwhile, through the online content, visitors can also 

have information to better arrange their visiting agenda. 

The Chengdu Museum basically prepared itself with everything a museum could have 

in the online space. From the basic official website to the 360-degree panorama virtual 

museum. It mapped out its development on the online space for several years. In this 
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part, the Chengdu Museum’s pursuing on the official website and two social media 

platforms will be discussed. 

The official website 

The new building of the Chengdu Museum finished construction and opened in 2016. 

The exact time of the launch of the official website could not be found on its official 

website, but it had to be after or at the same time with the renew of the Chengdu 

Museum. The official website of the Chengdu Museum is informative. It has nine main 

sections, which are Homepage, About Us, Collections, Exhibition, Souvenir, Academic 

Exchange, News, Service and Tianfu Culture. Those sections could be divided into four 

groups: information, knowledge, service and academic research.  

The official website of the Chengdu Museum covered almost every aspects of 

information a visitor could need before and after his/her visit of the physical museum. 

For example, before their visiting, visitors can have a prior knowledge on collections 

and exhibitions by reading articles on the official website. They can also make advance 

online reservations to avoid waiting in a long line. Visitors can have a thorough 

understanding of the museum and exhibitions to prepare their visit in the physical space.  

After their visiting, they can also search for more knowledge and information to deepen 

their understanding on collections and exhibitions. Besides, in the Exhibition section, 

it inserted a 360-degree panorama virtual museum to reach out more visitors who could 

not or not willing to present in the physical space.  

The Chengdu Museum provide much information on its website to present its image. 

On the one hand, visitors could match their needs with their perception of the Chengdu 
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Museum which is influenced by the image presented by the museum to decide whether 

they want to go this museum. On the other, the information and knowledge can also 

help visitors to have a better museum experience during their visiting. 

Social media accounts 

The digital Chengdu Museum has three social media accounts on two popular Chinese 

social media platforms – Weibo and Wechat.  

The function of Weibo is equivalent to Twitter. Everyone can post content on their own 

account. Content could be liked, commented and reposted. Accounts on the Weibo 

platform are able to apply for identification. Two categories of identification are 

available. The first category is individual identification which labeled accounts with a 

yellow hook mark on the right side of their image photos. Three types of identification 

are included in this category: personal identification, famous account identification, 

original user-generated content account identification. Accounts on this platform are 

anonymous. Anyone who wants to identify his/her real identity can apply for personal 

identification. Famous account identification suits for accounts who have major 

achievement on certain area. The original user-generated content account identification 

is for those accounts which want to build their own brand with original content. Another 

category of identification is official identification which labeled accounts with a blue 

hook mark on the right side of their image photos. Any organizations and institutions 

with authorized documents are qualified to apply for this identification. The Chengdu 

Museum applied the official identification. The time of applying cannot be found in 

their account information This action of application for this identification was 
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conducted by the Chengdu Museum itself and granted by the Weibo official platform. 

 

The Chengdu Museum is more active in the rush time on January and August to attract 

and welcome the soared number of student visitors. In the regular time, the Chengdu 

museum posts original content every work day. Apart from this, the museum also 

interacts with visitors, peers’ account and other account by reposting from time to time. 

On the Wechat platform, the Chengdu Museum has two accounts which are subscribing 

account and service account. The difference between subscribing account and service 

account already were addressed in the Case Description section. Both accounts are 

inserted with audio guidance service. Visitors can use this guidance by scanning the QR 

code in the museum.  

There is no doubt that creating content on Weibo and Wechat platforms is not an easy 

task. On the Weibo account, it posted content every day. On the Wechat platforms, it 

also published articles almost every other day.  

On the Chengdu Museum’s Weibo account, its posts can be divided into ten themes, 

including basic information, knowledge of exhibition, interaction with visitors (more 

information could be found in the Appendix IV). Expect from providing information 

and knowledge to the visitors, Weibo and Wechat accounts also interact with visitors. 

Based on the interactive feature of the platforms, the Chengdu Museum on its Weibo 

and Wechat accounts can have a better communication with its visitors.  
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The Chengdu Museum invested in these digital media trying to communicate and 

interact with its visitors. However, even though the Chengdu Museum made a lot of 

efforts in the online space to influence visitors’ personal context, the results did not 

come out positively. From the data of my fifteen walk-along interviews and eight in-

depth interviews, none of the interviewees ever used this official website and only 

several interviews followed Weibo account and Wechat accounts. The big problems 

emerged from the following situation: there is an invisible barrier between visitors and 

these digital platforms – visitors’ incentives. Only when the visitors have incentives to 

acquire information and knowledge about the museum before their visit, will they 

access to these online platforms. Visitors could not be influenced by the information 

provided by the museums’ official website, unless they actively seek and access these 

online platforms for some specific information. 

The personal context of the museum experience largely had an impact on visitors’ 

incentives to visit the museums’ online space. People come to visit the museum for 

different identity-related motivation. Communicating on the online platforms is a two-

way process, the sole endeavor from the museum could not achieve a complete 

communication with its visitors. 

As introduced in the theory section earlier, there are five basic categories of identity-

related motivation: Explorers, Facilitators, Professionals/Hobbyists, Experience 

seekers and Rechargers.  

I asked interviewees about their purpose of coming to the museum. I wanted to know 

their purpose of visiting because this is part of their personal context. There are three 



 61 

main purposes for them to visit: leisure, hobby and education. Interviewee F1 is a 

typical Experience seeker. She mentioned her motivation to come to the Chengdu 

museum is that she needs to come there to have a visit. She said that “the Chengdu 

Museum if one of the landmarks of this city, it is one of my destinations of Chengdu 

most-go during my trip in this city”. This motivation drove her directly to the physical 

museum without searching any information and knowledge in the online space. Another 

interviewee F2 is a Hobbyists who come to the Chengdu Museum for an oil painting 

exhibitions. She followed Wechat account of the museum and knew the information of 

the exhibition from it. As a hobbyist, she motivated by “a desire to satisfy a specific 

content-related objective” (Falk & Dierking, 2013, p.62). She benefited from the 

information which was published on the Wechat account of the museum. In this way, 

this digital media did improve her museum experience by influencing her personal 

context.  

 

6.1.2 Socio-cultural context 

Influenced by how museums are portrayed on all kinds of media, visitors had an image 

of what a museum should look like before they go to the museum. Historically, 

museums “played learning and educational functions in societies” (Falk & Dierking, 

2013, p.66). Before their visit to the museum, visitors can have a lot of presumptions. 

They might think that a museum should be quiet, clean and spacious. The difference 

between their presumption and reality may influence their museum experience. 
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Interviewee F1 mentioned her dislike on audio guiding as she said: “It is very noisy 

when I overheard someone was using the audio guiding. It is difficult for me to focus”. 

The socio-cultural context might be influenced by the social media. What visitors 

created on their own social media account will also frame the museum from their 

perspectives. Their description on their museum experience will “shape the perception 

of the museum for others beyond their immediate group” (Falk & Dierking, 2013, p.65). 

Visitors and the museum create the perception of the museum together.  

Interactions on social media accounts 

The digital Chengdu Museum communicate and interact with its visitors and audiences 

on Weibo and Wechat social media platforms.  

However, from the data I collected from the netnography and interviews, people are not 

very interested in interacting with museums in the online space.  

On the Weibo account, the Chengdu Museum has 172458 followers. But the number of 

reposting usually under 10. The number of commenting of each post around 20 to 30. 

Some of posts’ liking are more than 20, but more of them are under 10 likes. This huge 

comparison of the numbers between followers and interactions is making me ponder 

why.  

The situation of two Wechat accounts is the same. I could not know the number of 

followers of the Chengdu Museum because of the system design of Wechat public 

account. It can only be known in the backstage of the account which the owner and 

managers of this account have access to. However, in the Subscribing account, a 

number will show you how many people read this one at the bottom of every article. 
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Below the number, there is a comment area where readers can leave their comments on. 

The reading number of articles in this account range from 100 to 1000, whereas the 

number of comments is zero of every article which published in 2018. I have to mention 

that the function of comment of Wechat public account is special. It is a three-step 

process. First, the editor needs to open the commenting channel before sending out the 

article. This is not a once-for-all operation. The comment area is attached to the article 

which needs to be chose to open every single time. Secondly, readers leave their 

comments in the commenting area when they clicked in a certain article. Lastly, the 

editor has the power to decide whether a comment could show up in the commenting 

area or not. Two reasons could explain why not a single one comment under articles. 

On the one hand, readers did not comment on those articles. They are reluctant to 

express their attitude and opinions. On the other hand, the editor leaves those comments 

in the backstage and did not present them publicly. Even though I do not know why the 

situation happened, at least one side of them do not want to interact with the other side. 

The degree of interaction and communication on the subscribing account is low too.  

 

6.1.3 Physical context 

The Chengdu Museum in its physical display area is equipped with seventy-nine digital 

devices across five floors. On the basement floor, it has fourteen digital devices. On the 

first floor, it has four; on the second floor, it has twenty-two; on the third floor, it has 

nine; on the fourth floor, it has twenty-two; on the fifth floor, it has eight digital devices. 

The number of digital devices depends on the scale and theme of exhibitions. These 
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digital devices could be divided into four categories: audio-visual media, mobile 

devices, in-gallery interactive media and special digital equipment. 

The most significant audio-visual media is the digital screen. The content on those 

screens are images and videos of information and promotion of exhibitions and the 

museum.  

With so many digital devices in the museum, it is difficult for visitors to ignore them. 

All interviewees in the walk-along interviews and in-depth interviews noticed digital 

media in the museum.  

Special digital equipment used more advanced technology, such as spectra vision. 

There is an equipment which combined spectra vision and real objects playing every 

three minutes and thirty seconds to present a day in Chengdu citizens in a tea house. 

Two interviewees in the in-depth interviews chose this digital equipment as their most 

impressive one in the museum.  

In the physical space, there are three types of interactive digital devices in the Chengdu 

Museum, which are touch screen, special interactive devices, mobile devices.  

In the seventy-nine digital devices, twenty-five of them are interactive.  

Touch screens are the most common interactive devices in the museum. They are 

equipped in all exhibition halls. When I walked along with my fifteen interviewees, 

they all touched interactive screens. I asked why they chose to play with the touchable 

screens. Five people answered that it was for fun, seven people out of curiosity, and 

three of them just followed others. Interviewees also all showed that they used before 

or are willing to try the touchable screens.  
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There is one special interactive device in the Chengdu Museum. All the interviewees 

of walk-along interviews were impressed by it – the ‘Interact With Nature’. There are 

several cartoon images of animal on the wall, such as lion, elephant, cat and more. when 

people clap on it, the image of animal will make the move and be lighten. The images 

are placed on a low height which apparently design for the convenience of children. 

When I walked with my walk-along interviewees, they all stopped in front of the 

devices. Even though only two of them tried to interact with this devices, they all 

shower a great interest in the this one. What is interesting is that there is no sign to tell 

people what to and how to interactive with device. They all spontaneously played with 

it. My two interviewees answered my question by saying that “just follow others”.  

Two interviewees F2 and F3 also feel most impressed by this interactive device. 

Interviewee F3 came to the museum with her kid a boy. Her kid liked this device so 

much, so they spent a lot of time on this place. “It is interesting, I really like this kind 

of device. Because kids can learn from playing”, as she said.  

Mobile devices in this case are not literately located in the museum. Visitors can use 

this service on their own mobile phone when they scan the QR code. 

Marty (2010) stated that “modern museums can personalize the museum-going 

experience in ways never before possible. It is now common for museums to offer 

handheld devices—such as audio guides—to their gallery visitors” (Marty，2010, p. 

3721).  

The Chengdu Museum upgraded this handheld audio guiding device. It transformed 

this audio guiding device into an online application and inserted this audio guiding into 
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everyone’s mobile phone. Visitors can conveniently access to the online application by 

scanning the QR code. Using this, “visitors can listen to audio descriptions of works of 

art, allowing them to explore the gallery’s contents in any order at their own pace” 

(Marty，2010, p. 3721). From this perspective, this device could provide better service 

for visitors to have a clear knowledge and understanding of collections and the 

exhibition. However, In-depth interviewee F4 also disliked the voice guidance. “You 

have to stand in front of an object for a while to listen to the whole audio. It is very time 

consuming. I can read much faster than the speed of audios”.  

Interviewees M2 and M3 are reluctant to use this because they feel it is inconvenient. 

M2 interviewee said that “you have to take out your phone, scan the QR code, hold 

your phone and listen for a while. Sometimes the connection might be bad. I just think 

that it makes things more complicated. I prefer the traditional way”.（the digital media 

is not always helpful. 

In the in-depth interviews, there are some other interviewees who agree that this audio 

guidance device is helpful. In-depth interviewee F2 thought that the audio guiding is 

“very convenient. You can have more understanding of exhibits”. Interviewee M4 also 

showed his interest on have a better understanding on exhibitions and collections by 

listening to audios. 

In the walk-along interviews, five interviewees ever used audio guiding. Six people 

said that they would like to use, and four of them were totally not interested in using it. 

In total, the ratio on using audio guiding is not high based on my interviews. 

However, even though different people hold different opinions, there are still more 
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percentage of people have a positive attitude towards interactive devices.  

In my walk-along interviews and in-depth interviews, visitors also answered that they 

did notice many digital devices in the Chengdu Museum. 

 

6.2 The core factor of the museum experience 

In this section, the core factor of the museum experience will be revealed by analyzing 

what the visitors conceived as the most important factor in their experience in the 

Chengdu Museum.  

6.2.1 Different attitude towards digital media in the physical and online space 

Benjamin (2013) used the term ‘aura’ to describe the authenticity of the original work 

of art. The aura is an atmosphere which created by the history of work of art which 

“presence in time and space and its unique existence at the place it happens to be” 

(Benjamin, 1969, p. 3). Whereas the reproduction did not have this ‘aura’. This 

presence is the perquisite of the authenticity of the art work (Benjamin, 1969). People 

can only receive the exhibition value from reproduction works. However, people can 

feel the uniqueness in front of a work of art (Benjamin, 1969). 

Museum is a place full of authentic work of art. The main reason for visitors to come 

to the museum is to admire the original work of art, to feel the atmosphere of the history 

of these magnificent works. This different value between work of art and reproduction 
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might explain the visitor’s different attitudes towards digital media in the physical and 

online space. 

In the physical space, visitors showed their interests on digital devices. Interviewee M4 

said that “interesting devices will make people feel good. Some digital devices can 

enhance the look and feel of the collection. Some of them are very useful. For example, 

the words on the bamboo slips are easier to observe through the device which present 

it in a much larger screen”. He also mentioned that “I still vividly remembered one of 

my favorite exhibitions – Dunhuang exhibition. It hosted for several months about one 

year ago. The theme and vision of that exhibition are excellent”. In the physical space, 

digital media can help visitors to get ‘closer’ to the objects. Some technologies may 

enhance the ‘aura’ of the work of art by providing auditory and visual triggers. 

However, in the online space, visitors just look at the reproduction of arts. They could 

not have a sense of authentical feeling. All of my interviewees in the walk-along 

interviews and in-depth interviews did not use the virtual museum on the official 

website of the Chengdu Museum before. 

6.2.2 Visitors experience in the museum 

All visitors I interviewed ever noticed digital devices in the museum. In the former 

analysis, they showed their positive attitude towards digital devices in the museum. 

However, is it meaningful and useful for them in their museum experience? Do their 

overall have good experience with digital devices? The answer is no. 
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I asked their impression of the museum after their visit. All interviewees had a good 

experience in the museum. As interviewee F4 expressed that “it is new. I like the 

architecture. It is very special that you can recognize it from a long distance. The display 

of collections makes me feel comfortable. The lighting is just right, not too light and 

not too dark either. Some themes of exhibitions are interesting, I specially enjoy the 

Shadow Play exhibition. The museum’s arrangement is very creative”. The physical 

context of the Chengdu Museum had an impact on her great museum experience. She 

enjoyed the physical environment and high quality of the exhibitions. Interview F3 

influence by the personal context and physical context, she said that “The environment 

is good. Exhibitions are diverse and interesting. Some of the exhibitions are also 

suitable for kids, not all exhibitions open for adults. It is a great place for family to 

spend weekend”. She impressed by the exhibition and also her need for family activity 

is fulfilled by the museum experience.  

Their impression implied that seven of them had a great experience in the museum. And 

the rest one also felt that not too bad. From their answer, it is clearly that the biggest 

reason for them to enjoy their museum experience is the high quality of exhibitions. All 

of them did not mention a word about digital devices. However, I still asker their 

opinion on whether digital devices influence their museum experience. 

Digital media added color to their museum experience, whereas it is not the most 

important factor in their experience. Most of interviewees valued the high quality of 

exhibitions and collections. They considered it as the most important factor on 

evaluating their museum experience. Interviewee F1’s answer is really representative 
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by saying that “the technology did not influence me too much. Of course some digital 

devices are very interesting. But most of them are not attractive enough to be noticed. 

The experience will be improved if I have fun. But it is not a technology museum. I 

come here to know the city culture. It does not matter if it did not have any interesting 

digital devices. Interviewees F3 mentioned the different impact of digital media on 

museum experience based on different motivation. She said that “some digital devices 

are very interesting. I think that whether digital devices influence your experience 

depends on your purpose of visiting. I came here with my son. Kid came here to play. 

If kids had a good time, they will feel good. If I came here alone, I will pay more 

attention on collections. I may not care so much about these devices and want to watch 

the exhibition quietly”. 
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7.Conclusion and further research 

7.1 Research question revisited 

The aim of this research was to investigate how digitization influences museum 

experience in the digital age. This purpose was supported by two research questions: 

1) How the Chengdu museum facilitate digital media in its physical and online space 

to improve museum experience? 

2) How do visitors perceive the importance of digital media in their museum 

experience? 

Since the arrival of information age in the 1990s, techno-optimists believed that internet 

and network could transformed all sectors of social activity and change the world 

(Castells, 1996; Curran 2012). These techno-optimists adopted technology and 

expected it could make transformations. Based on what the Chengdu Museum have 

done in the physical and online space, the deduction could be made that the Chengdu 

Museum has been influenced by this ideology. 

On its official website, the Chengdu Museum published a report of the 2015 annual 

survey on its visitors on June 1th, 2016. The time of publishing this report is before the 

open of the renewed Chengdu Museum. Apparently, the Chengdu Museum conducted 

this survey to understand visitors’ demands and to meet their needs. To tackle these 

issues, the Chengdu Museum largely invested on digital media in the physical and 

online space in order to improve visitors’ experience. However, the prediction of the 
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Chengdu Museum failed to satisfy their expectation on attracting and communicate 

with its visitors to a high level.  

On the online space, most of my interviewees did not follow its social media accounts, 

did not browse its official website, also did not know that it has a virtual museum. On 

this 2015 annual report, the Chengdu Museum also tried to help visitors to have a better 

understanding of collections and exhibitions by posting relevant knowledge on its 

official website and social media accounts. However, most interviewees were reluctant 

to access these digital representations of the museum. It is problematic of the Chengdu 

Museum to think that it is useful by just providing information on the digital platforms 

which visitors do not even look at it. 

As Curran (2012) stated that the internet failed to generate transformation because 

different contexts will have different outcomes. In the museum context or in the larger 

field – sociocultural context, technology is not the ultimate tool to generate change.  

Morozov (2013) opposed to the notion that technology makes the world a better place. 

He did not agree on solutionist’s belief that keep perfecting things by ameliorating 

algorithm (Morozov, 2013). Technology is not the perfect solution to solve many issues 

(Morozov, 2013). As many technology companies stated, technology should be the 

solution as long as it updated to the newest algorithm. The Chengdu Museum presented 

the same kind of idea by keeping up with the newest technologies.  

Technology is just a tool. Keeping pursuing it may cause other problems that the 

museum ignored before. Museum professionals did not realize the core of experience 

in the museum. They made their assumptions on what visitors will enjoy, whereas 
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ignored their active creation and their own meaning making process. They installed 

many technological devices to provide convenience, service and interaction for their 

visitors. However, in the museum experience, technology is not the most important 

factors for visitors to have a better and immersive museum experience. 

According to Falk and Dierking (2013), museum experience model, visitors’ museum 

experience consists of the personal context, the sociocultural context and the physical 

context. These three contexts constitute complexities of the museum experience from 

visitors’ perspective. Based on visitors’ prior personal context and sociocultural context, 

visitors selectively choose what to pay attention to. Visitors take in control on what to 

see and what to ignore, not the museum itself (Falk & Dierking, 2013). Museums can 

guide the visitors to where the museum think it is worthy to pay attention to by 

facilitating attractive digital devices. But the museum cannot expect that digital media 

can solely improve visitors’ museum experience. Digital devices as facilities in the 

physical Chengdu Museum and digital media as platforms of communication are only 

small factors influencing visitors experience. 

The techno-optimism already been proven failed by many scholars and researchers. Just 

as the Chengdu Museum, its optimism on digital devices did not help it to reach 

expectation on improving visitors’ experience. Technology is a wonderful tool to tackle 

many problems. It also took an important role in the development of museums. 

However, as the case in this thesis illustrates, it is not wise to regard technology as a 

panacea for problem solving.  
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However, it does not mean that technology is useless. Technology is universal, the skill 

and algorithm are universal to break the barrier of language, culture, location. However, 

the effect of the technology on social sectors and human activities is different in 

different social contexts. Museums definitely benefitted from the process of digitization 

(Zhou, 2017). For example, museum staffs and professionals can search for information 

more quickly and accurately, the museums can also present collections and objects in 

diverse and vivid way. What is more important is that, digitization of museum 

information can provide museum professionals with chances to test possible solutions 

when they are conducting experiment on objects and collections (Marty, 2010). Besides, 

technologies can support museums to develop their own platforms and applications to 

better serve their visitors (Zhou, 2017).  

However, technology is not an ultimate solution for museums to tackle everything. 

Technology is a tool but not just a tool. Cultural public institution such as library and 

museum should think twice before adopting the latest technology. It is more important 

for them to figure out how to adopt these technologies instead of how many to adopt. 

Technology played and still will play an important role in the future of museums. As 

Jim Richardson, the founder of Museum Next and Sumo Design stated that “ I think 

the future of museums will be a lot more personalized than the Current one-fits-all 

visitor experience, with technology allowing people with different interests to each 

have a tailored experience” (ARUP, 2013, p. 5), technology has a great chance to 

reshape museums like it did over the past 20 years (ARUP, 2013). 
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7.2 Limitations and future research  

The biggest limitation of this study is that I could not collect data from the museum’s 

perspective. Why did the Chengdu Museum equip so many digital devices and what is 

their strategy on digitization? Besides, I am unable to examine to what extent digital 

devices influenced visitors’ experience. The result of this thesis can only reflect the 

attitude of visitors on digital media in their museum experience. 

This small case I have conducted could be a starting point to explore further research 

on museum experience of the museum. Firstly, it is necessary to examine the museum’s 

optimism from the perspective of the museum. It can clarify many puzzles from the 

museum itself without simply guessing and deducting. Moreover, follow-up researches 

could dig more deeply into the influence of digital devices on visitors experience to 

figure out how important digital devices are in attracting and communicating with 

visitors. Last but not the least, perspectives from other field could be adopted to 

evaluate whether it is worthy to invest heavily on digital devices. Such as from 

perspective of accounting to analyze whether investment on digital devices pay off for 

museums.  

More researches could be done to discuss the future of museums in the digital age. As 

Marty (2014) stated in his book Museum Informatics, “the opportunities and 

challenges afforded by digitization have prompted new questions and concerns about 

the rise of the digital museum in the information age” (Marty, 2014, p. 3720). In the 

future, the museums may face with more known and unexpected problems, “the ever 
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present push for digitization has created new problems and exacerbated old ones for 

museums. These problems include concerns, worries, or fears over such issues as 

copyright and intellectual property; the potential lessening of the “aura” or 

authenticity of museum artifacts; the blurring of individual museum identities online; 

and the potential impact of access to digital surrogates on physical museum 

visitation” (Marty, 2014, p. 3720). All social sectors will be deeply influenced by 

technologies in the future. The discussion on these issues will help us to better 

understand and face the following challenges and problems which not only exist in 

the museum field but also in the whole cultural sector. 
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Appendix I 

In this appendix, I present the semi-structure walk-along interview questions. 

Basic Walk-along interview questions: 

1. Did you notice any digital media device in the museum?  

2. Will you actively use those digital devices? 

3. Why do you use those digital devices? 

4. If you could interactive with those digital devices, would you use them? 

5. Do those digital devices influence your experience in this museum? How do you 

feel about it? And why? 

6. Did you or will you scan QR code which for voice guidance on the wall? 

7. Did you follow Wechat account of Chengdu Museum? 

8. Did you follow Weibo account of Chengdu Museum? 
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Appendix II 

In this appendix, I present the semi-structure in-depth interview questions. 

1. What is your age? 

2. Are you local? 

3. Why do you come to Chengdu Museum? 

4. How many times did you come to Chengdu Museum? 

5. How much time did you spend on social media for a week? 

6. Did you follow Wechat or Weibo account of Chengdu Museum? 

7. Why did you follow Wechat or Weibo account of Chengdu Museum? 

8. Did you interactive with it? 

9. Did you participate any online activity of Chengdu Museum? 

10. Did you ever browse the official website of Chengdu Museum? 

11. Did you know that there is a virtual museum on its website?  

12. Did you/ Will you use this virtual museum? Why? 

13. Did you or will you scan QR code which for voice guidance on the wall? Why? 

14. What is your first impression of Chengdu Museum? 

15. Did you notice any digital media device in the museum?  

16. Will you actively use those digital devices? 

17. Why do you use those digital devices? 

18. What is the most impressive one of digital devices in Chengdu museum? 

19. Do those digital devices influence your experience in this museum? How do you 

feel about it? And why? 
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20. Grading your experience in the Chengdu Museum from 1 to 10. Why? What is the 

biggest factor on your evaluation? 
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Appendix III 

Table 1. The descriptions of themes of the official website content 

Theme Description 

Information It includes sections of Homepage, About Us and News, in which 

provide basic information news about the museum and 

exhibition. 

Knowledge It includes sections of Collections, Exhibition and Tianfu 

Culture, in which provide knowledge about exhibitions, 

precious collections and local culture. Knowledge in these 

sections are closely related to the regular and temporary 

exhibitions of the museum. 

Service It includes sections of Souvenir and Service, in which provide 

service for visitors. 

Academic 

Research 

It presents the result of academic research of the museum. 
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Appendix IV 

Table 2. The descriptions of the themes of the Weibo posts 

Themes Description 

Providing 

Information 

Posting basic information about the museum, such as open hours, 

exhibitions and news.  

Interaction Interactions with visitors, peers and other posts related to the 

Chengdu Museum.  

Providing 

Knowledge 

Providing background knowledge of collections, exhibitions and 

the museum.  

Entertainment Content for entertaining which are not relevant to the museum; 

funny creation based on image of some collections of the 

museum.  

Showing 

Gratitude 

Showing gratitude towards visitors. 

Personal 

Attitude 

Comments on reposted content to show the attitude. 

Political 

Promotion 

Promoting political related content, such as governmental 

policies, conferences. 

Activity  Promotion and review of activities hosted by the museum. 

Business 

promotion 

Promotion for souvenirs. 
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others posts which are exclude from themes mentioned above. 
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Appendix V 

Table 3. Impression of interviewees on the Chengdu Museum 

Interviewee Answer 

F1 高端大气上档次(It is a very popular internet language to describe a 

fancy and posh place). 

F2 It is modern, but also has a historical sense.  

F3 The environment is good. Exhibitions are diverse and interesting. 

Some of exhibitions are also suitable for kids, not all exhibitions 

open for adults. It is a great place for family to spend weekend.  

F4 It is new. I very like the architecture. It is very special that you can 

recognize it from a long distance. The display of collections makes 

me feel comfortable. The lighting is just right, not too light and not 

too dark either. Some themes of exhibitions are interesting, I 

specially enjoy the Shadow Play exhibition. The museum’s 

arrangement is very creative. 

M1 It is a modern museum. The space is large and clean, I really like the 

interior and space design. Exhibitions are great too. 

M2 I feel that it is too big. The architecture is very large. And the main 

color of interior design is white which makes the space larger. I think 

that guidance signs are not enough outside the exhibition hall. I have 

to spend some time on finding the exhibition hall that I want to go. 
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M3 It is located at the city center and next to the subway station. It is 

very convenient to come. The quality of exhibitions is great. It has 

many rare collections. It is worthy to come. 

M4 It is a popular museum which almost become a sightseeing spot in 

the Chengdu city. At the same time, it still focuses on education. It 

hosted many academic lectures for public. The standard of 

exhibitions is high. I still vividly remembered one of my favorite 

exhibitions – Dunhuang exhibition. It hosted for several months 

about one year ago. The theme and vision of that exhibition are 

excellent. The museum even built several imitations in the same 

proportion as the original Dunhuang statues. I was very impressed 

by that. 
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Appendix VI 

Table 4. Opinions of intesrviewees on influence of digital devices on museum 

experience 

Interviewee Answer 

F1 The technology did not influence me too much. Of course some 

digital devices are very interesting. But most of them are not 

attractive enough to be noticed. The experience will be improved if 

I have fun. But it is not a technology museum. I come here to know 

the city culture. It does not matter if it did not have any interesting 

digital devices. 

F2 Yes, it will. Such as audio guidance can provide convenience for 

me. I can have a better understanding of what I have seen.  

F3 Yes, some digital devices are very interesting. I think that whether 

digital devices influence your experience depends on your purpose 

of visiting. I came here with my son. Kid came here to play. If kids 

had a good time, they will feel good. If I came here alone, I will 

pay more attention on collections. I may not care so much about 

these devices and want to watch the exhibition quietly. 

F4 The technology did not influence my experience too much. My 

good experience mainly depends on the theme of an exhibition and 

sometime affected by the expression of artists. But if the theme of 

exhibition is related to digital equipment, it may have a larger 

influence on it.  

M1 I feel that the overall impact is not subtle. I more care about the 

quality of the exhibits. Some interactive settings are interesting, but 

they do not determine the experience of the entire exhibition. 

M2 The technology did not much influence my experience. Good 

exhibitions and service is the key to improve visitors’ experience. 

Such as equipping more signs of guidance will be more convenient 

for visitors to find the right place they want to go. 
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M3 Depends on the theme of the exhibition. If it is a technology 

exhibition, of course, the equipment will definitely affect the 

experience, but the general exhibition is more about the content. 

The traditional and digital equipment does not have any difference 

on good or bad.  

M4 Interesting devices will make people feel good. Some digital devices 

can enhance the look and feel of the collection. Some of them are 

very useful. For example, the words on the bamboo slips are easier 

to observe through the device which present it in a much larger 

screen. However, the overall quality of the experience depends on 

the quality of the exhibition.  

 

 


