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Abstract  

 

This research aims at studying the ways in which the COVID-19 pandemic has impacted 

art museums’ relationship towards their audience, as well as the way art museums approach 

their digital strategies. More specifically, it looks at the mechanisms which European art 

museums have developed in response to the pandemic between March 2020 and March 2021. 

Through semi-structured interviews and open-ended questions with personal of three European 

art museums in Italy, Netherlands and Sweden, and a website content analysis, data on the 

museums’ answers to the pandemic has been collected. By analyzing and comparing the 

information gathered at each of the museums, general conclusions and recommendations were 

drafted. The author concluded that overall, the pandemic seems to have had a positive impact 

onto the digital programme of art museums as it helped expanding it and challenged them into 

initiating new digital strategies. The pandemic has also prompted museums to recentring their 

attention on their audience and has pushed them to understand how to articulate their online 

programme with the physical visit. It seems that both the digital and physical track can complete 

each other and bring a deeper experience to the public. A question which however remains 

unsolved for museums at this point concerns the sustainability of the online activities they have 

developed in this period, some of which will have to be adapted for the post-COVID time to 

come.  
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1 Introduction 
1.1 Purpose, aim and research questions  

“Humankind is now facing a global crisis. Perhaps the biggest crisis of our generation”1. 

Through this statement, the Prof. Yuval Noah Harari puts into words the nature and the scope 

of the consequences which the SARS-CoV-22 can have onto all aspects of our societies. This 

crisis has generated an emergency state which has touched all sectors, including culture and 

arts. This entails “many short-term emergency measures [which] will become a fixture of life. 

That is the nature of emergencies”3.  

This crisis has been combined to the fact that, in the last decade, the digitization of culture 

and heritage have become more than a matter of heritage preservation. It has “radically 

[changed] cultural consumption and production patterns, obliging museums to rethink how they 

relate to their audiences as users of cultural content” 4 . It is true that museums are now 

dominated by the digital, which has completely reshaped the life, vision and expectations of 

their audiences. However, art museums were “just starting to measure the impact of everyone 

being connected via Internet”5 when the COVID-19 started spreading in Europe at the spring 

2020, leading governments to take drastic measures in order to control the diffusion of the virus. 

This led to some period of confinement more or less strict depending on the country, with an 

overall closure of cultural institutions and of their premises, such as art museums. Consequently, 

art museums were left with no other choice than rethinking the way they approached their 

audience and globally their role as cultural institutions. 

Thus, this thesis aims at assessing the online responses which European art museums have 

developed during the COVID-19 pandemic as well as the impact it has subsequently had on 

their audience. More specifically, this question implies additional issues that will be covered 

through three sub-questions. The first question takes on the acceleration of the museums’ 

digitalization due to the pandemic and subsequent lockdowns. This entails the websites and 

platforms they have developed, the initiation or improvement of their digital strategies as well 

as the articulation of the digital and the physical for their audience. Secondly, it outlines the 

 
1 Yuval Noah Harari, “Yuval Noah Harari: the world after coronavirus”, The Financial Times, 2020. Accessible 

at: https://www.ft.com/content/19d90308-6858-11ea-a3c9-1fe6fedcca75. Accessed on 07/07/2021.  
2 The SARS-CoV-2 virus led to the unfolding of the COVID-19 pandemic, as COVID-19 refers to the disease, 

also known as Coronavirus (WHO). 
3 Yuval Noah Harari, Ibid. 
4 Bertacchini, Enrico and Morando, Federico. “The Future of Museums in the Digital Age: New Models or 

Access to and Use of Digital Collections”, 2013, pp. 60.  
5 Giannini, Tula and Bowen, Jonathan, “The Digital Future for Museums”, 2019, pp. 573. 

https://www.ft.com/content/19d90308-6858-11ea-a3c9-1fe6fedcca75
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ways in which the COVID-19 has induced a shift in museums’ focus on their audience. Notably, 

the acceleration of the shift towards visitor-centred museums, as well as showing the impact of 

the pandemic on museums’ role and organization are discussed. Finally, looking towards the 

future, it questions the new models which have been developed by art museums in time of 

emergency and whether they can be sustainable in the long run. Therefore, this research aims 

at assessing which online responses have European art museums developed to face the COVID-

19 and the crisis it created, as well as understanding which effects it has had onto their 

relationship with their audience. More precisely, it takes on the interconnection of art museums’ 

accelerated digitalization and shift towards being more visitor-centred, through the lens of the 

pandemic of the COVID-19.  

First, when choosing which cultural institution would fit best for this study, art museums 

appeared as the most fitting due to their visuality and the emotions which the sight of an artwork 

can arouse in visitors. In other words, art museums’ collections and exhibitions are an 

experience for the visitors who come to see, but also to feel the emotions conveyed by the artists 

through their work. Moreover, beyond looking at the art, the museum plays a big role itself to 

help the audience making sense of what it sees, providing it with a “set of critical and analytical 

skills for looking at art and the world at large6”. This is the reason why taking a look at the 

impact of the closing of museums, and the consequent online shift to continue this experience 

appeared as much relevant. Also, the main criteria for choosing different art museums were 

their size and their geographical location in three European countries, in order to get a broad 

overview of the type of responses in diverse cultural context and COVID-19 policies. Indeed, 

this exploratory research relied on three case studies of European art museums, namely the 

Pinacoteca di Brera (Italy), the Moderna Museet (Sweden) and the Groninger Museum 

(Netherlands).  

Investigating methods in the research included lists of open-ended questions and interviews 

of qualified staff, as well as a website content analysis, towards issuing cross-cutting themes 

and categories in order to assess the adaptation of art museums to crises such as a global 

pandemic and an imposed closing period. Comparing museums and identifying patterns in their 

strategies during this period has also enabled me to shed the light on the limits of some models 

and question the extent of the sustainability of these practices for the period post-COVID to 

come.  

 

 
6 Rice, Danielle, "Vision and culture: The role of museums in visual literacy." The Journal of museum 

education 13, no. 3, 1988, pp. 13. 
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1.2 Literature review  

While still taking a look at previous work on the topic of digitization and digitalization of 

museums’ content and activities, this research’s starting point can be dated to March 2020, 

which corresponds to the period where art museums in Europe have had their first closing 

period until its end point in March 2021, which represents the moment the interviews were 

conducted. As this is a fast-evolving topic and that some museums have reopened by the end 

of March 2021, the research will not look at further developments or impacts. Indeed, if at the 

time the interviews were conducted, all three museums were closed, some of them reopened 

shortly after our discussion and this was therefore not taken into account in the data analysis7.  

Regarding the state of previous works which can be used as a foundation for this research, 

several themes have been highlighted, such as the role of museums as cultural mediators, or the 

shift they have undergone towards a visitor-centred model8. On those topics, it seems that the 

role of museums towards their audience, and notably as mediators has been much discussed 

and now seems to go beyond being a simple intermediate as it should aim to re-transcribe the 

feeling of the work of arts as well. Kotler and Kotler9 have defined two types of mediation: 

content-driven, in which the curator’s view prevails, and visitor-oriented, which focuses more 

on the audience. It seems that today museums are becoming more visitor-centred, which is 

sometimes considered as “the central principle of their work10”.  Indeed, museums are trying to 

strengthen their relationship with their audience and seem to be becoming “a 21-st century 

democratic institution11” as their role in the democratization of culture is expanding to greater 

and more complex social demands12. For this, museums have to listen to their audience, which 

allow this latter to influence the museum work by becoming active participant in their museal 

experience13. However, for all of this to be possible, museums have incorporated a lot of 

technologies in their strategy and programming as the digital has become more and more 

ubiquitous.  

 
7 The Moderna Museet in Stockholm reopened on March 25, 2021. This information had not yet been displayed 

at the time of the interview on March 5, 2021. 
8 Caillet, Elisabeth. "L'ambiguïté de la médiation culturelle: entre savoir et présence." Culture & Musées 6, no. 1, 

1994, pp. 54. 
9 Kotler, Neil, and Kotler, Phillip. "Can museums be all things to all people?: Missions, goals, and marketing's 

role." Museum management and curatorship 18, no. 3, 2000, pp. 278. 
10 Reussner, Eva. “Strategic management for visitor-oriented museums”, The International Journal of Cultural 

Policy, 9:1, pp. 102, 2003. Reussner also cites other authors such as Hooper-Greenhill, Weil, Graf, Klein. 
11 Ibid, pp. 45, 2019. 
12 Bauwens, Malika et al. “Que seront et que feront les musées en 2030 ?”, Beaux-Arts Magazine, N°441, March 

1, 2021, pp. 86.  
13 Stylianou-Lambert, Theopisti. “Re-Conceptualizing Museum Audiences: Power, Activity, Responsibility”, 

2010, pp. 132. 
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This marks the start of the second part of the literature review, in which I have taken a look 

at discussions of different phenomena such as the acceleration of the museum’s digitalization, 

digital strategies of museums, their websites and social media platforms as well as the 

articulation between the physical and the digital. Indeed, the presence of digital has become 

omnipresent in the world of art, invading the museums spaces. Negri stressed the importance 

of understanding “the virtual dimension [which] offers spaces and experiences that go beyond 

architectural spaces and beyond collections’ limits14”. It is also “critical to the success of a 

museum professional in the 21st century [and] if museums are to retain their relevance, 

[they] will need to adapt museum strategies, planning processes, workflows, practices and 

programs to align with the expectations and behaviours of [their] digitally enabled audiences”  

15 as highlighted by Giannini and Bowen. These remarks have taken all of their importance in 

the context of the COVID-19 and the lockdowns periods it induced. For that purpose, art 

museums have designed digital strategies through their websites. To Giannini and Bowen, a 

good digital strategy offers “in-depth information that make the visitor experience of the 

museum more meaningful and memorable16”. The main tool for museums to create meaningful 

connections with their audience online has been their website. And if prior to the pandemic they 

had made advances in this regard, with websites “that tie to better visitor experiences, […] all 

designed to enhance user knowledge and engagement 17”, during the pandemic all of the 

museum energy was directed towards them and their improvement as they appeared as the most 

important strategy to implement. Now, more than ever, museums are counting on their online 

presence to stay in touch with their audience and to hopefully increase their attendance once 

the pandemic will be over. This unique use of online tools for museums also questions the 

articulation between digital and physical. Already prior to the pandemic, the “digital divide” 

was blurred. However, in 2020, “the digital and the physical are integrated and inseparable18”. 

According to Seb Chan, museums must face “challenges that flow across boundaries from 

inside to outside [their] walls, crossing cultures, geographies and identities in art and education 

while questioning the values, roles and responsibilities of museums.”19 Overall, it is globally 

 
14 Negri, Massimo, “The Virtual Museum, a shift in meaning” in The Virtual Museum, The Learning Museum 

Network Project, 2012, pp. 16.  
15 Giannini, Tula, Bowen, Jonathan, Museums and Digital Culture: New Perspectives and Research, 2019, pp. 6.  
16 Giannini, Tula and Bowen, Jonathan. “Museums and Digitalism” pp. 39, 2019. 
17 Giannini and Bowen. "Rethinking Museum Exhibitions: Merging Physical and Digital Culture—Past to 

Present", pp. 192, 2019. 
18 Chan, Seb and al. "Digital Culture Leaders Visioning the Postdigital Museum." In Museums and Digital 

Culture, pp. 519, 2019. 
19 Ibid. 
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agreed upon that digital and physical are two different strategies which complete and expand 

each other, serving the common goal of increasing audience engagement20.  

 

1.3 Significance and Relevance of the Study  

Overall, this thesis aims at contributing to a first understanding of the impact of the 

pandemic onto the functioning of art museums and which strategies they have implemented to 

ensure a continuity in their role as a cultural institution and in their relationship with their 

audience. More globally, it is a way to assess their responses to an unexpected crisis which will 

have long lasting effects, not only on their organisation and their audience, but also on their 

global role and their place in society. It is also aimed at offering art museums a comparison of 

the different practices implemented over the continent to face the pandemic and rate and the 

extent to which they have been introduced.  

This topic appears especially relevant as more knowledge must be produced now that the 

COVID-19 has been going on in Europe for more than a year. It is important to acknowledge 

that, as the pandemic is not over while this research is conducted and as this period will surely 

have long-lasting effects, this thesis will provide an understanding on the immediate 

consequences during the pandemic and the closing of museums and an overview of the potential 

consequences for the future. Thus, it can be a starting point for future research for post-COVID 

times. Indeed, as we have seen, previous scholarly research has widely explored the 

democratization of art as well as the digitalization and digitization in art and culture. However, 

few authors have chosen to study the impact of technologies and digital activities on cultural 

and social practices. Furthermore, due to the newness of the pandemic of COVID-19, its impact 

onto those phenomena and onto art museums remains to be explored.  

More precisely, a study of the online responses which have been developed by European 

art museums to face the COVID-19 crisis and which effects it has onto their relationship 

towards their audience is important for several reasons. Firstly, because of the imposed closing 

periods of museums, they had to completely rethink their ways of engaging with their audience. 

This is a very important point to study as art museums were already transitioning from being 

collection-centred to being visitor-centred and this digitalization of all of their activities has 

interfered in this process, sometimes for the best by helping them reach a broader audience, but 

also trying to not lose touch with their physical visitors. Secondly, the digitalization has been 

 
20 See for example Parry, Ross. “The End of the Beginning: Normativity in the Postdigital Museum”, 2013 or 

Giannini and Bowen, 2019.  
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accelerated which forced the museums to learn how to articulate physical and digital, and 

studying how this process has been dealt with is a very important point for further development 

in the museums’ organisation. However, this articulation does not seem to fit on the long term 

as some museums only wish for reopening their premises to welcome physically their visitors. 

Thus, the limits of the current situation and setting imposed by the pandemic must also be 

underlined. Finally, the place of museums in society has been greatly challenged in those times 

as most of them remained closed for almost a year as not considered as essential. This has been 

hard to take for those cultural institutions which have strived to continue to spread their content 

via digital means, which reinforced their willingness to reassess their social value, but which 

also made them question their role.  

 

1.4 Structure of the Research 

In this way, the research will proceed in five sections. First, the theoretical and historical 

framework will be explained in chapter 2. There, will be presented the shift of museums from 

content-driven to a visitor-centred vision as well as the way they have strengthened their 

relationship with their audience in the past years. It will also provide a background regarding 

the recent acceleration of museums’ digitalization through an expansion of their websites, social 

media platforms and digital strategy, which inevitably requires thinking about the articulation 

of physical and digital. After that, we will turn towards the question of methodology. In this 

chapter, I will explain my working method, such as my data collection method, my choice of 

case study museums, the respondents as well as the operationalization and the handling of the 

data. In the following chapter, I will analyse the impact of the COVID-19 on art museums’ 

digitalization and their relationship with their audience through the findings brought by the 

three case study museums. The chapter 5 will contain a discussion on practices in European art 

museums during the pandemic. Notably, I will reflect on the relation between the articulation 

of physical and digital with the shift from content-driven to visitor-centred, as well as on the 

question of the place of museums in the society. In the final chapter, conclusions from these 

observations and analyses will be presented, with some conclusions for the future.   
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2 Impact of COVID-19 on the role of Museums, their 

digitalization and their relationship towards audiences 

Due to the recent nature of the Coronavirus pandemic in Europe 21 , few scholarly 

publications have addressed the impact of this pandemic onto the cultural sector, and more 

particularly onto art museums. However, the answer of cultural institutions to the pandemic 

involves more global issues related to the digitalization of museums’ content and to the shift of 

art museums towards a visitor-centred view, providing them with a better access to art and 

which will be linked together in this study. Thus, to better understand the extent of the impact 

of the COVID crisis, the background of those issues will be discussed in detail in the following 

sections. The literature reviews the main themes of analysis which will be used in this research, 

with the impact of COVID-19 as a common thread. One book has particularly been useful to 

this research: Museums and Digital Culture: New Perspectives and Research 22, from Giannini 

and Bowen, as it covers all themes analysed in this thesis and it has been a great starting point 

for the research. However, as it was published in 2019, it does not take into account the period 

of the pandemic of COVID-19 nor the impact it has had onto museums, their relationship with 

their audience, the acceleration of digitalization as well as the articulation of digital and physical 

visits for them. Therefore, throughout this literature overview new scholarly ideas related to 

these topics and which have emerged during the pandemic will be inserted.  

 

2.1 Museums and Audiences 

2.1.1 From content-driven to visitor-centred museums  

It seems important to start by defining what the terms of “public”, “audience” and “visitor” 

will imply in this research. First, the “public” is “relating to or involving people in general, 

rather than being limited to a particular group of people”23, thus in our particular context it 

relates to all of the population to which museums provide access to art and culture, whether in 

person or online. Secondly, the “visitors” will here correspond to the people who visit the 

museum, either in person or online24. Finally, the “audience” will be referred to as the people 

 
21 The first cases of COVID-19 were detected in Europe on 24 January 2020 according to the WHO/Europe. 

More information: https://www.euro.who.int/en/health-topics/health-emergencies/coronavirus-covid-

19/multimedia/one-year-of-whoeuropes-response-to-the-covid-19-pandemic  
22 Giannini, Tula, and Bowen, Jonathan, Museums and Digital Culture: New Perspectives and Research. Springer 

Series on Cultural Computing. Cham: Springer International Publishing, 2019.  
23 Cambridge Dictionnary online, accessible at https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/public 
24 Ibid, accessible at https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/visitor?q=visitors  

https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/limited
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/people
https://www.euro.who.int/en/health-topics/health-emergencies/coronavirus-covid-19/multimedia/one-year-of-whoeuropes-response-to-the-covid-19-pandemic
https://www.euro.who.int/en/health-topics/health-emergencies/coronavirus-covid-19/multimedia/one-year-of-whoeuropes-response-to-the-covid-19-pandemic
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/public
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/visitor?q=visitors
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who has been given access by the museum to a particular content which has been targeted for 

them, whether at the museum or online. 

That being said, one of the main roles associated to an art museum is the one of a cultural 

mediator. According to Caillet, more than being an intermediate, mediation is a function which 

involves all actors of the museum25, working towards the goal of building the visitor’s view on 

the collection. Moreover, to Latour, mediation is “a translation which does not seek fidelity but 

the equivalence of the feeling, of the relationship between the work and its receiver.26” For that 

purpose, a variety of media and tools can be used to facilitate the reception of a work of art in 

order to influence the three dimensions of a museums, which are the variety, the depth and the 

design of the experience, following Kotler and Kotler qualification27. They also have argued 

that there exist two types of mediation: content-driven, in which the curator’s view prevails, 

and visitor-oriented, which focuses more on the audience. To them, in 2000, the traditional 

curator-oriented mediation, was still predominant in most museums28. The museums’ role then 

consisted in transmitting knowledge to the people and elevating them. From that top-down 

attitude the role of museums has then evolved towards a more horizontal hierarchy. Indeed, this 

trend seems to have been reversed in the past years, notably thank to the use of new 

communication and online tools. This idea of a visitor-centred model is not new, since the 2000s, 

scholars such as Reussner have agreed that “many museums consider visitor-orientation as the 

central principle of their work29”. Since then, others such as Giannini and Bowen have agreed 

that museums are “shifting from a collection-centred to a visitor/user-centred model driven by 

digital culture, not only by emerging digital technologies and tools, but equally by the impact 

of the ubiquitous nature of digital adoption and use”30.  

Moreover, Reussner has argued that visitor-orientation “shapes the attitudes of museum 

staff throughout the organisation, allowing audiences’ needs, interests and preconditions to 

influence the direction of museum work 31”. This phenomenon has shaped the museum’s 

organisation as well as its role and its attitude towards their visitors. Indeed, according to 

Crooked, “encouraging community participation in museum activity is often linked to the idea 

 
25 Caillet, Elisabeth. "L'ambiguïté de la médiation culturelle: entre savoir et présence." Culture & Musées 6, no. 

1, 1994, pp. 54. 
26 Latour, Bruno, "La Clé de Berlin : et autres leçons d'un amateur de sciences", Paris. La Découverte, 1993, pp. 

229.  
27 Kotler, Neil, and Kotler, Phillip. "Can museums be all things to all people?: Missions, goals, and marketing's 

role." Museum management and curatorship 18, no. 3, 2000, pp. 278. 
28 Ibid.  
29 Reussner, Eva. “Strategic management for visitor-oriented museums”, The International Journal of Cultural 

Policy, 9:1, pp. 102, 2003. Reussner also cites other authors such as Hooper-Greenhill, Weil, Graf, Klein. 

30 Giannini, Tula and Bowen, Jonathan. "Museums and Digitalism." In Museums and Digital Culture, pp. 30, 2019. 
31 Reussner, ibid. 
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of democratizing history and the museum space. It is linked with bringing in new voices, new 

histories, and new people – an approach that is challenging the established authority of the 

curatorial and research expertise of museum staff.32” In other words, keeping the engagement 

or starting to engage with the community is of high importance for museums, especially in 

times of COVID-19. 

 

2.1.2 A strengthened relationship through better access and co-creation 

Recently, this shift to a visitor-centred model has challenged the established status of 

museums as mediators when visitors are becoming active participants of their own museal 

experience. Indeed, according to Stylianou-Lambert, the last conceptualization of museum 

audience has led to envision the visitors as “active interpreters who selectively construct 

meaning based on their personal experiences, associations, biases, and sense of identity”33. This 

change has been facilitated through the use of digital tools by museums, which has helped to 

“strengthen their relationship with their audience and […] to make connection with the values, 

social and cultural behaviours and identities of the general public”34. It has been argued that 

museums are now transforming into “a 21-st century democratic institution”35 as their role in 

providing a better access to culture is expanding to greater and more complex social demands36, 

which they are now trying to meet through a digital presence. Giannini and Bowen have 

explained how new forms of communication have enabled museums to deepen their audience 

engagement, which led to “concurrent increases in attendance” 37 to their premises. 

Henceforth, through co-creation the audience not only perceives knowledge, but also 

creates it alongside with the museum. It is now often argued that the Internet is a 

“democratization facilitator in museums38”, as museums make use of new information and 

communication tools online as we will see in the following section. In other words, it provides 

the visitors with better access, a notion that has been debated ever since the apparition of 

museums in the 18th century, until today as they seem to undergo a renewal in their orientation 

 
32 Crooke, Elizabeth. "Museums and community." A companion to museum studies, 2006, pp. 183. 
33 Stylianou-Lambert, Theopisti. “Re-Conceptualizing Museum Audiences: Power, Activity, Responsibility”, 

2010, pp. 132. 
34 Giannini, Tula and Bowen, Jonathan. “Museums and Digitalism” pp. 31, 2019. 
35 Ibid, pp. 45, 2019. 
36 Bauwens, Malika et al. “Que seront et que feront les musées en 2030 ?”, Beaux-Arts Magazine, N°441, March 

1, 2021, pp. 86.  
37 Giannini, Tula and Bowen, Jonathan, “The Digital Future for Museums”, in Museums and Digital Culture: 

New Perspectives and Research, 2019, pp. 551. 
38 Kéfi, Hajer, Pallud, Jessie. “The role of technologies in cultural mediation in museums: an Actor-Network 

Theory view applied in France, Museum Management and Curatorship”, 26:3, 2011, pp. 284.  
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towards their audience39.  Indeed, since the 1980s in Europe, “access to culture became a driving 

force for new policies and contributed to an unexpectedly large-scale process of cultural 

change”, as mentioned by Ballé40. Thus, the pandemic has been a trial-period for museums to 

open-up to a broader public through online tools. It is also an interesting period for museums 

to try to include their online visitors, beyond learning about art works, through participating 

themselves in a notion of co-creation as it will be shown later in this study.  

 

2.2 Museums and Digital  

2.2.1 Acceleration of the museum’s digitalization  

Today in the Digital Age, art museums are gradually including more technologies in their 

organisation and their programmes in order to remain relevant and create value for their 

audience. A shift in the relationship between museums and the digital has also taken place. 

Indeed, if initially digital was part of the museums, with integrated screens and visual 

experience as part of exhibitions, the museum is now part of the digital. It is precisely the 

presence and place of art museums in the cyberspace, as well as the question of how this 

evolution is related to the process of digitalization which are at the heart of this research. The 

distinction between the two terms seems important to underline and has been correctly 

explained by MaryAnne Gobble. Thus, digitization is “the straightforward process of 

converting analog information to digital—[…] for instance, by scanning a document or 

uploading a sound recording.” While digitalization “refers to the use of digital technology, and 

probably digitized information, to create and harvest value in new ways.” 41  

Giannini and Bowen have argued that the “digital shift is causing museums to rethink 

traditional values and roles in ways that elevate the quality of visitor experience, and the 

museum and visitor relationship42”. Indeed, the digital is impacting the entire world, including 

the artistic sector to which “the virtual dimension offers spaces and experiences that go beyond 

architectural spaces and beyond collections’ limits 43” as highlighted by Negri. However, 

writing in 2019 that “understanding digital culture is critical to the success of a museum 

professional in the 21st century [and] if museums are to retain their relevance, [they] will need 

 
39 Ballé, Catherine. "Democratization and Institutional Change a Challenge for Modern Museums." Global 

Culture Media, Arts, Policy, and Globalization, London: Routledge, 2002, pp. 132.  
40 Ibid, pp. 136.  
41 Gobble, MaryAnne M. “Digitalization, Digitization, and Innovation”, 2018, pp. 56. 
42 Giannini, Tula, Bowen, Jonathan, “Museums, Art, Identity and the Digital Ecosystem: A Paradigm Shift”, in 

Museums and Digital Culture, 2019, pp. 63.  
43 Negri, Massimo, “The Virtual Museum, a shift in meaning” in The Virtual Museum, The Learning Museum 

Network Project, 2012, pp. 16.  
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to adapt museum strategies, planning processes, workflows, practices and programs to align 

with the expectations and behaviours of [their] digitally enabled audiences” 44, it seems to have 

taken all of its sense in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic.  

 

2.2.2 Digital Strategy 

Giannini and Bowen have defined the role of a digital strategy for museums nowadays. It 

should “integrate the onsite and online experience and reflect a user-centred strategy” in order 

to enable the physical visitors to prepare their visit by learning more about the works, gain 

knowledge on the artists or on the installations. Therefore, a good digital strategy should offer, 

through the museum website, “in-depth information that make the visitor experience of the 

museum more meaningful and memorable45”. It seems to indicate that museums should aim to 

develop what corresponds to a “virtual museum”, which will be defined in the section below, 

alongside with the different categories of museum websites. Indeed, in times where the 

audiences have a large choice in the way they want to experience the art works, and with an 

increasing need to reach to a broader audience, museums have felt the need to design “new 

strategies to remain relevant to contemporary culture46”. In time of global pandemic as now, 

having a digital strategy became primordial so as to offer a functional and attractive online 

platform. Thus, some museums had to update their digital strategy, or even sometimes develop 

one from scratch.  

 

2.2.3 Websites and Social media platforms 

First, the main tool which is used to operate an articulation between the physical and the 

digital museum are commonly the museum’s website. As Giannini and Bowen remind, it is 

important to create “meaningful connections between the onsite and online experience [as it] 

has proven a strong incentive for museum attendance.47” Indeed, websites have been a way for 

museum to become more attractive in a digitalized world. If prior to the pandemic, museums’ 

websites had made “significant advances that tie to better visitor experiences, […] all designed 

to enhance user knowledge and engagement48”, it seems that, in time of lockdown, improving 

 
44 Giannini, Tula, Bowen, Jonathan, Museums and Digital Culture: New Perspectives and Research, 2019, pp. 6.  
45 Giannini, Tula and Bowen, Jonathan. “Museums and Digitalism” 2019, pp. 39. 
46 Giannini and Bowen. "Rethinking Museum Exhibitions: Merging Physical and Digital Culture—Past to 

Present" 2019, pp. 196. 
47 Giannini and Bowen, “The Digital Future for Museums”, pp. 553. 
48 Giannini and Bowen. "Rethinking Museum Exhibitions: Merging Physical and Digital Culture—Past to 

Present" 2019, pp. 192. 
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them is the most important strategy to implement. Indeed, more than ever museums have had 

to rely on their online presence in order to stay in touch with their audience. During this period, 

museums have often had to develop a digital strategy or upgrade their websites. Through this 

upgrade, they might have passed from one category of museum website to another. Therefore, 

I have merged the definitions of Van der Weiden 49  and Gaia 50  so as to offer a fitting 

categorization of websites for this research. The first type is the brochure website, which 

provides basic information about the museum’s collection and accessibility, the second is the 

content website, which focuses on the collection which is often digitized51. The third is the 

learning website, it offers more educational content and different levels of online interactions 

with their audiences, in a more “context-oriented way instead of being object-oriented”, for 

instance through virtual tours52. Finally, the virtual museum will be here considered as a website 

which is much independent from the actual museum, with sections and exhibitions only 

available online. This kind of virtual museum is not narrowly focused on the actual museum53. 

Despite the fact that some museum websites are still at a state of a brochure website, to Kéfi 

and Pallud, “the first generation of museum websites was clearly focused on publishing 

practical information and was, to a certain extent, similar to a brochure website. However, with 

new applications such as Web 2.0 or immersive environments, learning and entertainment can 

both be enhanced.54” 

Second, it is important to look at the social media platforms which are widely used by 

museum, sometimes extended to other platforms such as YouTube or Vimeo, and which are 

most often accessible through their website page. Indeed, they have been popular means of 

engaging with the audience and their role has been much discussed in the context of the 

COVID-19. In the Spanish context of archaeological museums, Rivero, Pilar and al. confirmed 

that the lockdowns which have occurred throughout Europe have “sped up a change in the way 

that institutions communicate and interact with users, thus giving rise to more participative 

projects on social media”. 55 However, they underline here the positive aspect of the situation 

which is that, despite the digital divide and that “access to the Internet is not free or freely 

 
49 Van der Weiden, Wim. “Virtual Museums: from opportunity and threat to chance and challenge”, in The 

Virtual Museum, The Learning Museum Network Project, 2012, pp. 21.  
50 Gaia, Giuliano and al. “Museum Websites of the First Wave: The rise of the virtual museum”, Proceedings of 

EVA London 2020, June 2020, pp.27.  
51 Those first two have been borrowed to Van der Weiden.  
52 This was a mix made between Van der Weiden and Gaia categorizations.  
53 This last category is attributed to Gaia.  
54 Kéfi, Hajer, Pallud, Jessie. “The role of technologies in cultural mediation in museums: an Actor-Network 

Theory view applied in France, Museum Management and Curatorship”, 2011, pp. 286.  
55 Rivero, Pilar, et al. “Spanish Archaeological Museums during COVID-19 (2020): An Edu-Communicative 

Analysis of Their Activity on Twitter through the Sustainable Development Goals.” Sustainability, 2020. 
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accessible at a universal level”56, the access to social network allows to reach more people and 

a more popular audience. This leaves some space to analyse the fast response of art museums 

in Europe which could lead, as Rebecca Kahn notes, to an “intriguing possibility for a 

revisioning of what museums could be in these times of COVID-19 restriction”.57 

 

2.2.4 Articulating Physical and Digital 

The point of view on the “digital divide” of Giannini and Bowen is that it has faded “as the 

divide between physical and digital life has merged seamlessly into what is increasingly 

referred to as the postdigital age.58” Indeed, museums seem to be entering what is called a 

postdigital era in which, according to Seb Chan, “the digital and the physical are integrated and 

inseparable” in which museums must face “challenges that flow across boundaries from inside 

to outside [their] walls, crossing cultures, geographies and identities in art and education while 

questioning the values, roles and responsibilities of museums.”59  In this sense, it is globally 

argued that digital and physical are two different strategies which do not replace one another, 

but rather expand and integrate each other, which helps broadening audience engagement. And 

maybe the COVID crisis will help leading museums towards postdigital policies, with “public 

engagement and programming that no longer makes a reductive choice between ‘digital’ and 

‘nondigital’, but instead anticipates a blend of the two, an embodied augmentation of one with 

the other.60”, to take on Parry Rosses’ views.  

The articulation of physical and digital also raises the question of the role and the status of 

the museums’ audience as visitors or users. In 2018, Evrard and Krebs61 divided the museum’s 

visitors and website users in three categories: the physical visitors who have no interaction with 

the museum’s website, the virtual visitors who have no physical interaction with the museum, 

and the complete visitors who both go to the museum and use its website. It is interesting to see 

how the COVID-19 has forced the audience to all become ‘virtual’ visitors or non-visitors at 

all, which could be a fourth category of user, for at least the time the pandemic will last. 

 

 
56 Ibid. 
57  Kahn, Rebecca. "Locked down not locked out–assessing the digital response of museums to COVID-

19." Impact of Social Sciences Blog, 2020. 
58 Giannini, Tula and Bowen, Jonathan. “Museums and Digitalism” 2019, pp. 28.  
59 Chan, Seb and al. "Digital Culture Leaders Visioning the Postdigital Museum." In Museums and Digital 

Culture 2019, pp. 519. 
60 Parry, Ross. “The End of the Beginning: Normativity in the Postdigital Museum”, 2013. 
61 Evrard, Yves, Krebs, Anne. “The Authenticity of the Museum Experience in the Digital Age: The Case of the 

Louvre”. Journal of Cultural Economics 42, no. 3, August 2018, pp. 355.  
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All of these intrinsically related issues have been really much impacted by the COVID-19 

pandemic and will be central components of this research. 
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3 Methodology 

Following the research aim and questions, this thesis was designed to better understand 

how art museums can adapt to crises, and more precisely, to understand the extent of the impact 

of the COVID crisis on those institutions which have been forced to close their premises for a 

certain period of time and thus had to develop new methods in order to stay in touch with their 

audience. For this purpose, a three-fold qualitative methodology has been used, which led me 

to conduct inductive data analysis, followed by a deductive application. Indeed, this multiplicity 

of sources of data led to an identification of patterns and themes from the bottom-up, which 

have then been used as a basis to deductively categorize the data and support the findings62. 

Moreover, this triangulation of varied data sources supported the establishment of themes, 

based on “converging several sources of data or perspectives from participants”63. Thus, this a 

multiple-case study has helped me to conduct an exploratory research, combining an inductive 

clustering leading to the design of a theory, applied to a deductive thinking in order to gain 

insight into the response of arts museums to the COVID-19.  

As a researcher, my role has been both explicit to the project and external to the museums’ 

staff, as I do not work for these institutions. I have however lived in Groningen and I have 

visited all three museums multiple times. I had never entered in contact with any of the 

respondents prior to conducting this research, however all have consented to respond to my 

questions, either through an interview, through written answers or, in one case, both64 as it will 

be explained in the following sections.  

 

3.1 Choice of the cases: the museums 

Firstly, a multiple-case study method has been chosen so as to understand a real-life 

phenomenon in depth65: the interrelation between the digitalization of museum and their role 

as cultural mediator towards their audience, in the greater context of the COVID-19 pandemic. 

Furthermore, different museums having been chosen in different European countries, it enters 

the framework of cross-national research. This type of research occurs when you “examine 

 
62 Creswell, John W., Research design: Qualitative, quantitative, and mixed methods approaches. Sage 

publications, 2017, pp.186. 
63 Ibid, p. 201 
64 The Moderna Museet has provided me with both written answers and a follow-up interview, the Groninger 

Museum has accepted an interview and the Pinacoteca di Brera has replied to my questions by writing down 

developed answers.  
65 Yin, Robert K. Case study research: design and methods, Third Edition, Thousand Oaks, Calif: Sage 

Publications, 2007, pp. 47.  
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particular issues or phenomena in two or more countries with the express intention of 

comparing their manifestations in different socio-cultural settings […], using the same research 

instruments […] to conduct new empirical work. The aim may be to seek explanations for 

similarities and difference or to gain greater awareness and a deeper understanding of social 

reality in different national contexts.”66  

As said precedingly, three European art museums have been chosen as study cases for this 

research. The reasons why the Groninger Museum, the Moderna Museet and the Pinacoteca di 

Brera have been chosen for this research are manifold. Firstly, I decided to focus on art 

museums rather than on heritage museums as the latter are much more specific in the sense that 

they focus on a certain group or community who tries to showcase their history to the visitors. 

They usually do not hold temporary exhibitions but rather accumulates as History unfolds. The 

digitization of such resources potentially has less meaning when displayed in a non-

chronological order, which could alter their digital mediation. In all, it would lead to a different 

study subject.  

Second, it was important to have museums located in different parts of Europe in order to 

represent a broad part of the continent. In this way, Italy was chosen to represent Southern 

Europe, the Netherlands is a Western European country, while Sweden is located in the 

Northern part of the continent.  

Third, I have looked at the type of audience which each of these museums would be 

reaching. For this criterion, the categories were namely international, national and regional 

museums. In this regard, the size of the museums did not appear as relevant as the Groninger 

Museum has smaller premises and is located in a smaller city than the Moderna Museet in 

Stockholm, however the former reaches a national audience and even international audience, 

when the latter ones reach a more regional, or even local audience, as it will be further explained 

in the analysis. Lastly, the Pinacoteca di Brera located in Milan reaches mostly a national 

audience, but also international through tourism. This was also shown through the type of 

websites the museums have and the level of translation they display in their online content and 

activities.  

Indeed, I have also selected those museums as they have developed online initiatives and 

activities during the multiple lockdowns. This was an important criterion for the research as a 

website content analysis has been conducted in order to illustrate the extent of which the 

museums have developed their online presence and so as to understand the impact of such 

 
66 Hantrais L. in Bryman, Alan. Social Research Method, Oxford University, 2016. 
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phenomenon. Notably, the online activities consisted in a display of some parts of their 

collection, online visits, workshops, livestreams and guided tours aiming at different types of 

audience. However, this differed greatly from one website to another as have developed in 

different way. In effect, if all three museums can now be labelled as a “learning museum” 

website, they were more or less developed prior to the pandemic67 and some are still limited in 

their audience reach from the proportion of translated content68. Overall, this consisted in 

interesting points of comparison to understand the impact of the pandemic onto the museums’ 

digitalization process.  

Finally, the severity of the restrictions due to the COVID-19 were taken into account 

regarding lockdowns which every museum has undergone and which differed from a national 

context to another. A strange phenomenon is that, despite varied periods and strictness in the 

national restrictions, all three institutions have undergone a similar time of closing of about 

seven to eight months from March 2020 to the end of March 2021. On the other hand, 

workplaces in Sweden, Italy and the Netherlands were respectively required to be closed for 

four, ten to eleven and twelve months. Moreover, Sweden has never imposed a strict lockdown, 

while Italy had strict lockdown for seven months and the Netherlands for three and a half 

months69. This discrepancy between the overall closing of the society and of cultural and artistic 

places such as art museums will be further covered in the analysis. 

For all of those reasons these three art museums have been selected as study cases, where 

I have then contacted target respondents which would fit the best in the context of this research. 

 

3.2 Choice of respondents  

When choosing the respondents, I have contacted mainly the heads of communication of 

the museums, as they seemed to be the most relevant staff for this research. Concerning the 

means of contacting them, I have used different strategies. Indeed, if most respondents have 

been contacted by emails, I contacted the Coordinator of Online Communications of the 

Groninger Museum via the social network LinkedIn. I used this medium as, unlike other 

museums whose staff’s email could be found online, the Groninger Museum only allowed a 

global contact email address on their website. Thus, I decided to contact the coordinator of 

 
67 The Moderna Museet could have been described as as “content museum” prior to the pandemic, while the 

Groninger Museum already was a “learning museum”.  
68 For instance, most activities of the Moderna Museet were in Swedish and not translated in English.  
69 Roser, Maz et al. “Coronavirus Pandemic (COVID-19)". Our World in Data, 2020. Retrieved from: 

https://ourworldindata.org/coronavirus.  
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online communication via LinkedIn, in a formal but more direct way than with email. This 

person then gave me her email address to facilitate our communication. For the two other case 

study museums, I have first exchanged with a contact person who had been informed about my 

research, which then redirected me towards the interviewee or the questionnaire respondent. In 

the following table (Table 2), you will see a description of the respondents of all three museums. 

For the museums where I had a first contact before being redirected to my final interviewee 

both names are stated in “Respondent” and the final respondent are the second name stated, 

often contacted via “internal email”. As, at the time of conducting this research, the Covid 

pandemic is still present in Europe and as many museums are still in lockdown, all interviews 

have been conducted via Zoom. I think that it can be affirmed that, after more than a year using 

this platform, all respondents were familiar with the platform and in all cases agreed or 

suggested using it.  

 

3.3 Data collection method  

As this thesis is an exploratory research of the impact of a new phenomenon, the COVID-

19, on art museums, I have decided to conduct semi-structured interviews in order to collect 

primary data. This method appeared as the best way for me to receive a higher response rate as 

respondents could have been reluctant to take the time to provide written answers70. However, 

I had not anticipated that the museum staff could be reluctant to accept interviews and had 

rather sent out written answers. In practice, I have conducted interviews of the staff of two of 

the three museums and received a written answer from the third institution.  

 

3.3.1 Interviews  

I have chosen interviews as a way of collecting primary data as seemed to be the best way 

to gather direct information on a new phenomenon, which is the sudden acceleration of the 

digitization and digitalization of museums’ content and activities, due to their imposed closing 

periods during the COVID-19 pandemic. This type of data collection enabled me to get an 

insight from the main participants, which are museums’ staff and more particularly those who 

have designed and managed the communication and digital tools of the museum. More 

precisely, the interviews were conducted to encourage the respondents to give their own 

account on the consequences of the closing of museums. This allowed me to gain a better 

understanding in their strategies, in the challenges they had to face during this period and in 

 
70 Creswell, John W. 2014. Research Design: Qualitative, Quantitative, and Mixed Methods Approaches, p. 201. 
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which ways their relationship with their audience might have changed. Indeed, it was an 

opportunity for respondents to “reflect on events without needing to write anything down, [but 

also] to receive feedback and personal assurance about the way in which information will be 

used”71. Interviews were also a quick way for both the respondents and I, as a researcher, to 

make sense of open-ended questions such as the ones laying at the heart of this research. 

Therefore, semi-structured one-on-one interviews have been conducted via Zoom at two of the 

three case studies museums.  

 

3.3.2 List of open-ended questions 

Another obstacle when organising interviews from art museums’ staff throughout Europe, 

was sometimes the reticence of the respondents to answer my questions in an oral, one on one, 

discussion. Indeed, respondents from two museums72 have first asked me to send them the list 

of open-ended questions I would ask them during the interview, initially made as an interview 

guide. They then send back some written answers as their contribution to this research. If this 

approach was not the data collection format which was first imagined for this project, it however 

proved to be helpful and was in some ways more complete and straight-forward than interviews. 

Indeed, if as mentioned earlier in this section, interviews were designed to be a quick and 

effective way for the participants to provide me with their insight onto this issue, without having 

to write anything down, the fact that they only wanted to send out written answers can also be 

understood. As representatives of cultural institutions, the participants can legitimately prefer 

to display answers for which they have had time to think upon. Indeed, interviews can often 

result in spontaneous answers, and the conversation can sometimes shift off topic, especially in 

semi-structured interviews with open-ended questions. On the other hand, the limitations of 

such list of open-ended questions are the inability to follow-up on a topic or to extend any 

particular points of the discussion. Also, if one written answer does not exactly explain a 

phenomenon, there is no opportunity for the researcher to dig further into this precise topic. It 

is also up to the respondents to write more or less detailed answers, which gives very varied 

length of material to work with in the analysis. 

In practice in this research, two out of the three responding museums have replied through 

a written answer. The Pinacoteca di Brera has provided me with quite extensive written answers 

 
71 Saunders & al. “Research Methods for Business Students”, 6th ed. New York; Harlow, England: Pearson, 

2012, pp. 378. 
72  The Moderna Museet and the Pinacoteca di Brera have both sent our written answers to the research 

questionnaire. The latest has not agreed further on to have a follow-up oral discussion. The Groninger Museum 

directly accepted the interview format.  
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which gives room for analysis. However, they did not offer to have a follow-up discussion in 

the form of an interview. The Moderna Museet has first sent out written answers, which were 

less detailed than the Pinacoteca di Brera, however they accepted further on a follow-up 

discussion which allowed to further elaborate points which had been previously mentioned in 

their written answer. Finally, the Groninger Museum has accepted to be interviewed and 

provided very complete answers, which did not require written answers.  

 

3.1.3 Museums’ Websites  

In order to support the data gathered through the interviews and the list of open-ended 

questions, qualitative visual materials from the museums’ online activities have been used. 

Indeed, a qualitative analysis of the content of the museums’ website has been conducted so as 

to explore which were the activities and presentations offered on their websites, as well as a 

more discursive approach to their online programming. This allowed me, through an analytical 

and descriptive analysis of the websites’ content, to compare some of the activities and 

strategies put in place by museums as an answer to their closing periods and to keep their 

community and audience engaged. 

The three museums have been chosen for this research as they all have offered engaging 

content on their websites. This was also a supportive way to collect data, which would not 

depend on the respondents’ availabilities or perception. Moreover, for the case of the Pinacoteca 

di Brera, every year a global annual report is published and made available on their website73. 

These reports display the museum’s activity, news and improvements for the past year. They 

have been used as a complement to the questionnaire and the website activity as a source for 

additional information on the museum’s online activities and tools made available prior to and 

from 2020 on.  

In addition, this thesis has been influenced by the use of social media used by the case 

study museums, which are hereby studied as social media platforms from the museum websites 

and subsequently used in the analysis. However, their content has not been analysed as the 

content of the websites.  

 

 

 

 

 
73 Available at: https://pinacotecabrera.org/en/about-us/annual-report/  

https://pinacotecabrera.org/en/about-us/annual-report/
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3.4 Operationalization: Interview questions 

 Semi-structured interviews were conducted as a direct way to operationalize the 

research questions and the sub-questions in a structured way, while still allowing respondents 

to speak freely. The interview guide (see Appendix I) which was used for all interviews or sent 

out as questionnaire was very similar from one respondent to the other. However, the 

questionnaire for the interview with the Groninger Museum has been slightly modified as my 

research was going on. Indeed, having already conducted an interview with the Moderna 

Museet and having received the questionnaire from the Pinacoteca di Brera, new paths which 

had not been considered before opened and led to reconsidering some questions. Some slight 

changes have also been brought to some questions as I realize that they could have been 

suggesting an opinion or assessing concrete situations which might have influenced the 

respondents’ answers and thus biasing what they said.74 All modifications or additions to the 

questionnaire are specified in the Appendix. It also seems relevant to mention that, during the 

interviews, the order of the questions was not necessarily the same or explicitly asked. Some 

specific questions were sometimes added when the museums had had a specific reopening 

period.  

 In order to develop this questionnaire, I started with my main research questions and 

themes, which I operationalized into interview questions by “[translating them] into the 

vernacular”75. Indeed, the questions were aimed to be short and clear as well as deprived of 

theoretical concepts for a better understanding of the respondents. Related to what has been 

said earlier on avoiding bias, the questions have been formulated so as to make sure that no 

assumption was made, in order to guarantee the research’s reliability 76  and obtain valid 

information from the respondents. The questions were categorized following a chronological 

order of before, during and after COVID-19. Sub-questions have been inserted in the “during 

COVID-19” section as it is the period which lies at the heart of this study. Hence, sections such 

as regarding the impact of the museums’ digitalization and online activities on audience or the 

impact on the museums’ organisation were delimitated.  

Prior to the interviews, all respondents have been contacted and informed of the research 

aims and questions for which they have agreed to discuss and answer to my questions. An 

interview protocol was also created (see Appendix I) and sent out to all participants. Indeed, 

 
74 Rubin, Herbert J. and Irene S. Rubin. "Continuing the Design: Making the Research Credible." In Qualitative 

Interviewing (2nd ed.): The Art of Hearing Data, 2005, pp. 65. 
75 Kvale, Steinar. "Conducting An Interview." In Doing Interviews, 2007, pp. 66.  
76 Saunders, M. N. K., et al. “Research Methods for Business Students”, 2012, pp. 194.  
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as some had requested it before our discussion, I decided to send it to all for them to be equally 

prepared. Then, all participants were asked prior to the start of the interview if they agreed to 

have this discussion recorded and all gave their consent. Overall, all respondents agreed for 

their names and positions to be displayed in this research. Some of the respondents have also 

requested a report on the results of the comparison in the responses of the different museums, 

which will be sent out after the validation of the thesis.  

 

3.5 Handling of the data  

In conclusion, the primary data I have collected resulted into interviews, but also written 

open-ended questions and a mix of both interview and open-ended questions. Those findings 

have been supported with secondary data by looking at the qualitative visual material from the 

museums’ websites and online activities offered during their closing period, or between March 

2020 and March 2021. In this way, through a multiple-case study I have used Yin’s 

“replication”77 strategy, which consisted in matching patterns and overarching themes found in 

all cases. Indeed, this strategy aims at confirming the findings and contributing to constructing 

a strong theoretical framework. More practically, this has contributed to identifying the patterns 

in the responses of the museums to the pandemic and identifying common, but also antagonists, 

strategies they have adopted in order to keep their audience engaged during the COVID crisis.  

The data collected through interviews and the questionnaire were coded, first through a 

descriptive and then through an interpretive coding. The main themes identified in the interview 

table (see Appendix III) were used as a base for coding the data. Those themes are: Evolution 

of the museums’ role; Evolution of digital tools and strategies; COVID-19 and digitalization; 

Sustainability of the actual (COVID-19) setting. During the analysis, the data has then been 

organised through themes “in a way that reflects how they are conceptualized and relate to each 

other”78, following more of the theoretical framework.  

Finally, I have chosen a website content analysis, even though there are clear “difficulties 

with using websites as sources of data”79. Indeed, a website offers a great freedom for its owners 

in terms of the nature and the way the content is displayed. Thus, its versatility, but also its 

continually changing content make it hard for analysis, especially if the study material is no 

longer available during the process. Therefore, I decided not to analyse the visual content of 

 
77 Yin, Robert K. 2007. Case study research: design and methods, Third Edition, Thousand Oaks, Calif: Sage 

Publications, pp. 94.   
78 King, Nigel, Christine Horrocks, and Joanna Brooks. Interviews in qualitative research. Sage, 2018, pp. 201. 
79 Bryman, Alan. Social Research Method, Oxford University, 2016, pp. 299.  
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the website since it differed greatly from one website to another and as it does not bring much 

to the theoretical framework.  

Rather, I have worked from the ground up and read through the websites a number of times, 

while keeping in mind the theory and literature introduced earlier. Moving back and forth 

between the cases has helped me noticing a number of things. Concretely, I identified common 

activities in the museums’ digital strategies, for example when looking at the websites of the 

Groninger Museums and of the Moderna Museet, common activities were found, such as 

children workshops or online guided tours. Similarly, some antagonistic points were also 

discovered such as the format of the platform developed by the Pinacoteca di Brera, which was 

much different from the websites of the two other museums. This was then related to the coding 

used in the interviews and questionnaire analysis. I also looked at the nature of the different 

activities made available by the museums to their public during the lockdowns. This helped 

substantiate the primary data found through the interviews and open-ended questions, as well 

as gaining some insight on the museums strategies to face the pandemic. Finally, I have looked 

at the social media and other platforms employed by all three cases to reach out to their audience 

and the type of content they have been producing on these platforms. Overall, this analysis from 

the bottom up has helped identify overarching themes in order to inductively design a theory 

which then has been generalized to all of my data. This then enabled to draw conclusions on 

the impact of the pandemic on museums as well as the responses they have developed to face 

this crisis. 

Regarding the framework of the analysis, in a first part of chapter 4, I have analysed the 

case studies through a website content analysis, alongside with the interviews and open-ended 

questions. The global analysis themed have been investigated and clustered in sub-chapters, in 

which I have brought together the three case-study findings. The sub-chapters and parts of the 

analysis are the acceleration of the museums’ digitalization, impact of COVID-19 and the shift 

of museums’ focus on its audience and the impact on its organization in times of COVID-19, 

and finally, the direct implications for the museums before and after the pandemic. This allowed 

me, in a chapter 5, to discuss the findings at each museum by relating them to one another as 

well as discussing the more global issue of the impact of the pandemic on the place and role of 

museums in the society.  

 

 

 



Justine LE FLOCH     How to make Museums fit for crisis? The Response 

            of European Museums to COVID-19 Global Pandemic 

 24 

 

4 Analysis of Case Studies in the Context of the COVID-

19 Pandemic 

In this section, we will study the online responses which art museums have developed in 

response to the COVID-19 pandemic and the consequent effects it has had on the audience. For 

this purpose, three art museums in Europe have answered questions about how their 

organization and strategies have adapted during the period March 2020 to March 2021. The 

three museums are the Pinacoteca di Brera, the Moderna Museet and the Groninger Museum.  

 

4.1  The Coerced acceleration of the museums’ digitalization  

4.1.1 Developed websites and social media platforms 

Before the COVID-19 pandemic, most art museums had a more or less developed form of 

online presence, providing the visitors with some information on their collection or on their 

future visit on their official website. It has been observed that before 2020, all of the case study 

museums’ websites were limited to content websites, following Van der Weiden definition 

mentioned in the second chapter. Indeed, their online pages aimed at displaying the digitized 

collection of the museum. This was the case for the Moderna Museet for instance, which, 

despite providing some information and limited online content such as the digitized collection, 

did not have a digital strategy prior to 2020. Moreover, at the time, expanding its digital 

presence “was not on the agenda80”. Overall, the physical experience remained at the heart of 

the Moderna Museet strategy and was reflected on their online content. The Pinacoteca di Brera 

provided about the same content, with information about the visit and a digitized collection, as 

well as a search tool and detailed information about each artwork. And in 2017, it extended its 

online presence by using the platform to create digital insights or “stories”. Finally, even the 

Groninger Museum, which did not wait for the COVID-19 pandemic to develop its digital 

strategy and website with over six versions of the museum website since the beginning of the 

2000s, could be qualified of content website due to some overall limitation in the engagement. 

Indeed, its online content was mainly used for marketing and communication about the physical 

exhibitions and other events happening inside the museum and the online engagement was 

limited to social media advertisement81. Moreover, despite displaying some information about 

the museum, its events, exhibitions and educational programmes as well as some of the 

 
80 Moderna Museet, Interview, March 2021, Appendix pp. 76.  
81 Groninger Museum, Interview, March 2020, Appendix pp. 81.  
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exhibitions in panoramic photographs – 360° environment, those remained aimed at educational 

and commercial purposes, or to complete the physical visit afterwards.  

In the spring of 2020, most art museums in Europe had to close their doors for a more or 

less long period of time. This forced the museums, due to subsequent lockdowns, to 

considerably develop their online presence in order to keep touch with their visitors. While the 

Groninger Museums reacted very early on, it took a couple months for the Pinacoteca di Brera 

and for the Moderna Museet to implement online activities. In this way, the day after the official 

announcement of a lockdown by the Dutch government, the Groninger initiated online activities 

so as to striving to stay close to its audience and keep them engaged by offering them 

“something entertaining and creative 82 ”. This is how the “Quarantertainement” home 

assignments were developed, as a combination of quarantine and entertainment, with new 

instructions each week, accessible on their website but also Facebook and Instagram page. The 

participants must then upload their creation made at home on the Facebook page of the museum 

or send it via email. The best creation receives a small prize each time, as an incentive to 

participate. This format has been very popular during the first lockdown, especially as it was 

easy to do, requiring material which can be found at home. Indeed, these home assignments 

have “created a new fan base”, establishing many new contacts from home. However, those 

assignments were mainly targeting a Dutch audience as only available on the Dutch version of 

the website. An international audience could still access to the Dutch content of the website by 

using translating tools such as on Google Chrome (see Figure1), despite not being presented 

on the English version of the museum website. Indeed, if this latter version is very well-

developed with similar content to the Dutch website, the section “Nu” – “Now” is not available 

in English. It is in this particular section that, in period of lockdown, the assignments and online 

activities are displayed. As this research is being conducted, in the spring 2021, the Groninger 

Museum is still closed, and the home assignments are therefore still available in this section.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
82 Appendix pp. 81.  
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Figure 1. Weekly home assignments during lockdown on the Groninger Museum Website (translated via 

Google Chrome) 

 

Similarly, the Moderna Museet has first developed children workshops which were 

streamed online. These activities entitled “Skapa som” – “Create like an artist” (Figure 2) was 

welcoming a small group of children to the Moderna Museet, who were, with the help of an art 

professor, creating their own artworks, by following the style of famous artists presented at the 

Moderna Museet. Interactive videos were made out of these workshops, streamed on the 

Youtube channel of the museum. These tutorials were mainly targeting a family audience who 

stayed at home. Just like the Groninger Museum “Quarantertainment” and in order for the 

audience to be able to reproduce it, the tutorials were kept short and easy to understand, using 

tools and materials easily found around the house. In a second time, the Moderna Museet has 

launched a new online activity in March 2021, as a follow-up to the online children workshops. 

This activity entitled “Digital Skaparverkstad” – “Online Creative Workshop” (Figure 3) offers 

tutorials for the audience to create, from home, like the artist whose work is exhibited at the 

museum. However, this time the presenter who is an art educator is presenting alone. In this 

way, it makes it available to a broader audience, by not restricting it to children only. The 

necessary tools and materials are, once again, easily found at home and the tutorials are kept 

short and easy to understand. As other online activities, these are only available in Swedish.   
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Other online activities have been developed by the Moderna Museet and the Groninger 

Museum during the lockdown period. First, available on the Groninger Museum website prior 

to 2020 but worth mentioning as part of its digital programme and as it became more meaningful 

and more visited by the audience online during the pandemic, is the 360° online visit of the 

museum. It can be accessed on both versions of the museum website, via the “Kunst” – “Art” 

section (see Figures 4 & 5).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Pictures 4 & 5. Groninger Museum 360° online visit tool, Home page and Start page 

 

This online tool enables the online audience to go virtually visit the museum or choose a 

specific exhibition to explore. When going through an exhibition, different types of content can 

be accessed, such as explanatory videos and podcasts. This can be done so by finding little 

camera icons (see Figure 6 in yellow). The videos (see Figure 7) as well as the podcasts are 

Figure 3. Online Creative Workshop on the 

Moderna Museet website page  

 

 

Figure 2. Children workshop on the Moderna 

Museet website page  

 



Justine LE FLOCH     How to make Museums fit for crisis? The Response 

            of European Museums to COVID-19 Global Pandemic 

 28 

 

only available in Dutch. However, the visual content is very complete in itself and provides a 

great overview of the museum collection and exhibitions. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Pictures 6 & 7. Groninger Museum online visit tool, Video presentation  

 

During those virtual tours, the audience also has the possibility to access to this content in 

virtual reality (VR) (see Figure 8 in green). Even though it requires a VR headset, an 

uncommon household technology, it is a great functionality to make the virtual experience more 

graspable.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 8. 360° Online Visit of the Groninger Museum 

 

The pandemic and the period of lockdown has also given the opportunity for the Groninger 

Museum to digitalize one if its exhibition for the first time, as it could not take place inside the 

museum. And as this exhibition, entitled “the Rolling Stones – Unzipped”, was supposed to be 
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the museum’s main attraction for about six months, an entrance fee was required to access the 

online exhibition (see Figure 9). This is part of the digital strategy made specifically to 

compensate the closing of the museum and is only aimed at being temporary. Indeed, the same 

exhibition is planned to be reinstalled at the Groninger Museum in 2023, this time in person. 

The online exhibition ended on April 18, 2021.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 9. Online exhibition “The Rolling Stones – Unzipped” 

 

Overall, it seems that both the Groninger Museum and the Moderna Museet have 

understood the importance of bringing qualitative and interactive online content to their 

audience via their website, but also through social media and other platforms such as Youtube 

and Vimeo. The Moderna Museet largely used its social platforms to reach out to its audience 

during the pandemic and to diffuse their online activities. Indeed, the museums has done many 

livestreams which were directly and only available on the Facebook page of the museum. This 

was the case for the “Sofa Tours”, or online guided tours, launched in March 2020. For over a 

year, every Thursday, the Moderna Museet has live-streamed those tours on Facebook and then 

made available on the museum website.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 10. Online guided tours on the Moderna Museet website page, English version  
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If most of these online guided tours were available in Swedish only, a handful of these 

videos are also available in English. In total, 54 videos of 10 minutes have been streamed. In 

these videos, curators, art professors, artists, exhibition producers and other artistic 

professionals are presenting, inside the Moderna Museet, a particular piece of work or artist of 

the museum. Those videos can then be re-watched in the “Events” section of the website – “Did 

you miss a tour?” – (see Figure 10 in yellow) as well as on the Instagram page of the Moderna 

Museet. 

In November and December 2020, a third online activity was developed: “Artist Studio 

Visits” (see Figure 11). These videos were livestreamed on Facebook and then made available 

on the museum website under the sections “Past Events”, as well as on other the Instagram page 

of the museum. In those video, three Swedish artists welcomed the audience to their atelier and 

answered their question about their work and workplace live. This enabled the audience to 

directly ask the artists questions via direct messages. These videos are available in Swedish, 

thus addressed to a national audience.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In this way, we have seen that the Moderna Museet uses its social media pages and its 

Youtube channel to directly present its online activities. By streaming directly on those 

platforms, the museum is meeting its audience where it is by providing a more direct and 

interactive answer. By livestreaming on Facebook or Instagram, the museum allows the 

audience to engage directly by asking questions which can be answered right away, or through 

comments, which gives them an impression of great accessibility. Similarly, the Groninger 

Museum uses Facebook as a platform to keep the audience updated on news regarding the 

museum and to interact with them, while Instagram provides few information, mainly focusing 

on the home assignments. Both museums also have a Youtube channel which enables the 

audience to find all videos available on their website to be found in one place. The Groninger 

Figure 11. Artist Studio Visit on the Moderna 

Museet website page 
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Museum also uses its Vimeo channel on which can be accessed most of the museum’s videos, 

such as the ones available on the 360° virtual tours platform. Finally, the Groninger Museum 

has a newsletter which is sent to the audience who has sign up to it, stating news about the 

museum’s activities and exhibition. In 2020, the subscription to the newsletter has increased by 

25-30%, however this could be due to a great interest in “the Rolling Stones – Unzipped” 

exhibition and be independent from the pandemic. Overall, by making their content then 

accessible on other social media platforms as well as on their website, the museums have aimed 

at keeping their audience entertained by providing them with educative content as well as letting 

them know about their future online events or even their reopening, as well as reaching broader 

audiences.  

Finally, the case of the Pinacoteca di Brera differed from our two previous case study 

museums. Indeed, early into the pandemic in March 2020 the museums created in-depth videos 

on the work and life of the museum and published on the museum website and social channels, 

called “Notes for a cultural resistance”. These were replaced by a new series of in-depth videos, 

launched in November 2020, entitled “Brera on Air”. These videos discuss different themes 

which can appeal to different types of online visitors. They have been grouped under four 

themes: Research, Collections, Restoration and Behind the Scenes. There has surely been some 

improvement in the videos and montage, showing now an introductive music and animation. In 

this way, the museum is offering a great range of knowledge about many artistic areas as well 

as unveiling processes usually hidden to the public. However in October 2020, the Pinacoteca 

launched a new type of online content through a new platform called “Brera PLUS+”. It offers 

online meetings, lessons, “live” and streaming concerts. According to the museum, this 

platform was “designed for those wishing to continue – virtually – the visit of the museum83”. 

To enter the platform, you first need to create a personal account, for free. Then, a first interface 

invites you to enter the platform to access its content. The presentation is very clear which 

enables easy access to all users. The drop-down menu shows the different categories of content 

accessible on the platform: Documentaries, Videos, Music, High Definition, Once Upon a Time 

in the Library and Live (see Figure 12).  

 

 

 

 

 

 
83 Pinacoteca di Brera list open-ended questions, March 2021, Appendix pp. 92.  
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Figure 12. Drop-Down Menu of the Brera PLUS+ Platform 

 

This platform enables the Pinacoteca to display a great variety of content, such as 

documentary videos on painters, music composers or music performance, as well as some 

“behind the scenes” videos, presenting the restoration process of works of art, but also some 

concerts or read out-loud stories. Another section, “High Definition+” gives the online visitors 

the opportunity to take a look at famous paintings displayed at the Pinacoteca in a digitized 

form and in high-quality resolution. Due to the newness of the website activities and of the 

platform BreraPLUS+, most of them do not offer any English translation or subtitles yet. For 

that reasons, the Brera PLUS+ platform does not appear on the English version of the website 

of the Pinacoteca di Brera. Language is an opportunity to increase the accessibility to the 

museum’s content to a broader and international audience which museums could seize. Indeed, 

if a non-English version of the website seems to be a good basis for good practice for developing 

their digital activities, museums could make this experience available to an even greater public 

with an English version, especially as the online museum does not entail any physical barrier 

to the visit anymore.  

Like other museums, the Pinacoteca di Brera uses social media platforms, however in this 

case, all are aimed towards a similar purpose, in the sense that they all globally display similar 

content, following the new publications or videos on the website, or newspapers articles talking 

about the Pinacoteca. It is a direct way to keep the audience updated about the museum’s 

activities, but it is also a way to meet the audience where they are. In this way, being actively 

present on most social media ensures to reach out to a greater audience, leaving no user behind. 

The online platform is very important in order to keep the visitors interested and involved; 
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however, it does not seem to really involve its audience actively through online challenges, 

comments or publications.  

 

 

4.1.2 Initiating or improving existing digital strategies 

As we have seen, prior to the pandemic, art museums had not developed digital strategies 

as their website were usually limited to content websites. The year of 2020 has had a real impact 

in this regard as museums, closed during the pandemic, suddenly had to focus onto their online 

programme. In the section 2.2 of this research, following on Giannini and Bowen, the 

importance of developing “new strategies to remain relevant to contemporary culture84” has 

been underlined. Beyond the fact that we now live in a hyperconnected world with many 

different ways to access to information and thus ways to experience art works, the pandemic 

has put museums in an emergency state regarding their online content. Therefore, new strategies 

have been developed or ancient ones have been ameliorated. If the case study museums have 

handled this online shift at a different pace, overall, they seem to have increased and 

ameliorated their digital strategy. The Groninger Museum was among the first to react to the 

announcement of a period of lockdown. Indeed, despite having to close its doors, it has handled 

the pandemic from the start, offering a quick answer by putting up an online programme with 

interactive activities for its audience. By providing its audience with both an online visit and 

exhibitions, but also creating home assignments, the museum has offered some educational and 

interactive content to its audience. Therefore, despite the overall consequences which the 

pandemic has had on the cultural sector, we can say that the pandemic positively impacted the 

development of the digital offer of the Groninger Museum, which has been expanded.  

In other cases, a new digital strategy had to be implemented in order to meet the demand 

of visitors through a digital format. For instance, although the development of an online 

programme was already underway prior to the pandemic85, the findings of the online content 

on the website of the Pinacoteca di Brera show that a digital strategy has been designed in 2020 

so as to respond to the pandemic and the subsequent lockdowns it induced. The Pinacoteca has 

had to provide a quick online answer to keep touch with their audience when it was forced to 

close in March 2020, which its staff achieved by creating a new interface as well as new content 

in a period of less than six months as their main online infrastructure was introduced by 

November 2020. Moreover, the “Brera PLUS+” platform appears as a very good basis for 

 
84 Giannini and Bowen. "Rethinking Museum Exhibitions: Merging Physical and Digital Culture—Past to 

Present" 2019, pp. 196. 
85 Pinacoteca di Brera, follow-up email discussion, April 2021.  
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further digital developments, leading towards a virtual museum. Finally, the Moderna Museet 

has also achieved a great work to meet their audience online in times of pandemic. Indeed, 

looking back on the lack of online content of the Moderna Museet prior to 2020 and from the 

findings of the online activities developed during the pandemic, we can say that the museum 

has initiated a digital strategy in order to keep a form of engagement with their audience. This 

pushed the museum to think about new activities, which they were not planning on doing before 

a couple of years, and all in a short time span.  

Overall, museums have adopted different strategies to stay in touch with their audience 

during the pandemic. However, through the pandemic, all three case study museums websites 

can now be qualified as learning websites. This is achieved for instance by displaying more 

educational content and increasing their online interactions with their audience, as this is the 

case for the Groninger Museum. In this case, the museum has really placed an emphasis in 

engaging and interacting with its audience and has articulated the use of both its website and 

its social media platforms to advertise its activities during the pandemic. The museum seems to 

be willing to continue in that direction, aiming at developing more online content for visitors 

who cannot come physically to the museum, beyond the national borders. At the moment, the 

Groninger Museum’s online programme still relies much on the physical visit and although it 

provides additional information for visitors who want to supplement their visit, it seems that no 

exclusive content has been yet created by the museum to qualify its content as those of a virtual 

museum.  

Similarly, the Moderna Museet has strengthened its digital presence, especially on its social 

media platforms which it grew rapidly and used to create engagement. It has created more 

educational content and online interactions with its audience as well as offering exclusive 

content online. However, the main goal of the museum has remained focused on attracting back 

its core audience to the museum as soon as possible and the Moderna Museet is still in the 

process of “setting up a proper digital strategy86” as well as trying to open up their content to a 

more international audience. Indeed, if prior to the pandemic, the Moderna Museet was relying 

on physical visits only and thus targeted mostly local or regional audiences, the pandemic has 

allowed the Moderna Museet to “reach out all over Sweden87”, thus not only restricting the 

audience to its usual, local audience. One must keep in mind that the Moderna Museet, prior to 

the pandemic, was relying on physical visits only and thus targeted mostly local or regional 

audiences. Another Moderna Museet opened in Malmö in 2009 in order to complete the 

 
86 Appendix pp. 67. 
87 Appendix pp. 67.   
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collection of the museum in Stockholm, as well as to provide the Swedish population living on 

the West side of the country to have access to modern art. However, despite a well-developed 

English version of the museum website, reaching out to a more international audience remains 

not quite yet possible, at least regarding online videos and activities, as their content has not 

been translated.  

Finally, the Pinacoteca di Brera offers now more educational content as well as different 

levels of online interactions with its audience, in a more “context-oriented way instead of being 

object-oriented”88. Overall, on the regard of online content, the pandemic has had a positive 

impact and even “improved it89”. According to the museum, despite the fact that it “cannot 

replace the visit in presence”, “the online production has an additional value”. Indeed, “the 

digital transformation of the museum has led to an increase and diversification of [the] online 

offer which has been enriched with videos, virtual tours and unpublished news90”.  However, 

due to the newness of both “Brera on Air” and “Brera PLUS+”, respectively created in 

November and October 2020, the museum website still needs to further develop certain aspects. 

In effect, if the website of the Pinacoteca di Brera has been ameliorated, with the creation of 

new sections and platforms, it seems that some parts could benefit of a better articulation. First, 

it appears that the coordination between the section “Brera on Air” and the platform “Brera 

PLUS+” is still undergoing, as some sections appear in both, while displaying different videos 

in those common sections. This can lead online visitors to getting lost between the platforms or 

missing out on the content of one of these sections. Moreover, a translation of the online content 

to English is underway, which limits the access for foreign audience to the museum website for 

the time being.  

 

 

4.1.3 Limits and articulation of physical and digital 

One of the main issues which art museums have been brought to question during the 

COVID-19 pandemic is the articulation between their physical and digital presence. As they 

remained closed since the spring of 2020, many art museums in Europe had to face an 

unprecedented situation in which the only place where they could still be opened was online. 

Indeed, the public health situation has brought a great challenge to museums which have had 

to “imagine a different museum which, being closed, could still enter homes91”. Thus, the 

 
88 To take on the categorization explained in 2.2.3, made through a mix of Gaia and Van der Weiden. 
89 Pinacoteca di Brera, Appendix pp. 93.  
90 Appendix pp. 94.   
91 Pinacoteca di Brera, Appendix pp. 92.  
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pandemic and the subsequent fast online response which museums have had to develop raised 

concerns and questions rarely envisaged before. To the Moderna Museet, “the pandemic has 

taught [museums] much about [the articulation of physical and digital] and the positive thing 

about the pandemic is that they have learned how to deal with these two sides”92. Thus, it is a 

new aspect to take into account and on which they have to work. 

In particular, the large digitization of art and the digitalization of the museums activities 

online has led them to wonder where to draw a line between what could, or should, be put on 

the Internet and what should not. Effectively, if digitalizing its activity seems nowadays vital 

for a museum in order to remain relevant towards a younger and more connected audience, 

regardless of the pandemic, some limits have been raised by the Moderna Museet. Indeed, if 

the digitalization of content and programmes has become vital for museums in time of COVID-

19, a “certain respect to the artist and the work of art” has to be imposed. When posting art 

content on social media a balance must be found between meeting the audience’s expectations 

and about what the artist has to say, as well as how the museum reads it. Furthermore, through 

its social media, the museum still has a role of cultural mediator in the way it presents the 

artworks as well as which work or artist they present. In this way, to the Moderna Museet, 

museums have to “figure out what the respect is about93”, which was then exemplified by saying 

that it “cannot do a Tiktok about Van Gogh94”. Therefore, if the digital is a great tool “which 

gives more understanding95” to the art works, the collection and the goals of the museum, they 

have now to “understand how [to] find a balance between virtual and real experience”96.  

Moreover, museums have come to realize the natural limit of the digital, which are the 

emotions that can only be felt when experiencing the art in real life. To the Groninger Museum, 

people will still want to visit museums post-pandemic, and “this is going to be a limitation for 

digital, always”97. To the Pinacoteca di Brera, it is clear that “the physical and emotional visit 

in presence has an irreplaceable value, the basis of a good relationship among human beings as 

well as the direct contact with the artwork and its context98”. In this way, the traditional physical 

visit is ensured to survive for quite some time, being the necessary element to arouse emotions 

and feelings for the visitors.  

 
92 Moderna Museet, interview, Appendix pp. 78.  
93 Interview, Appendix pp. 76.  
94 Interview, Appendix pp. 76.  
95 Interview Appendix pp. 77.  
96 Open-ended questions Line 15-16.  
97 Appendix pp. 78.  
98 Appendix pp. 94.  
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However, an articulation of both online and physical can be set up by museums to optimize 

the two visits and give the best possible experience to their audience. If physical and digital 

might appear as two different tracks, their articulation helps museums to both broaden their 

audience99, but also to deepen the level of engagement with them100. For these reasons and 

although keeping both tracks requires more management and budget, it can also be a very useful 

combination. It seems that all museums in this research have agreed that digital did not actually 

represent a limit in itself but rather enhances the physical experience and vice versa. Indeed, to 

the Pinacoteca di Brera, the digital does not replace the physical but “expands it, integrates 

it101”. In this way the digital will not be a limit102, as long as they complete each other.  

More specifically, it appears as if “the museum is [now] always open, since even when it 

is not physically open there is always the possibility of accessing the virtual museum103”. On 

the use of the term of “virtual museum”, when taking the definition of Van der Weiden104, the 

website of the Pinacoteca seems to go towards this category. Indeed, it has sections and 

exhibitions only available online, “showing for the first time the backstage of a museum, also 

made up of activities that are closed to the eyes of the people, because they are too delicate 

[such] as the process that accompanies the departure (and return) of the paintings or the work 

of the restorers who take care of the collection105”. Furthermore, future goals for the museums 

include “continuing along this road by giving the virtual museum the same importance as the 

face-to-face visit 106 ” and bringing online content as an additional value to the physical 

experience107. It also involved looking for ways to maintain both “an online and a real-life track 

in programming108” for the post-pandemic time to come, despite challenges remaining, such as 

a stretched budget due to the high cost of digital.  

Overall, the digital presence of museums has helped them during the pandemic, enabling 

the audience to go more in-depth with the art works and as the virtual space “makes possible 

what is usually an impossible experience109”. Museums also hope to use this new technology 

to either bring back their audience into the museum once the pandemic will be over, as it is the 

case for the Moderna Museet and the Groninger Museum, or to further develop their online 

 
99 Appendix pp. 78.  
100 Appendix pp. 78.  
101 Appendix pp. 95.  
102 Appendix pp. 95. 
103 Appendix pp. 95. 
104 Van der Weiden, Wim. “Virtual Museums: from opportunity and threat to chance and challenge, 2012.  
105 Appendix pp. 93.  
106 Pinacoteca di Brera, Appendix pp. 95. 
107 Vision of the Pinacoteca di Brera.  
108 Appendix pp. 89.  
109 Appendix pp. 93.  
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presence. For instance, the Pinacoteca di Brera has noticed such success of its online platform 

that it decided that it will keep all online activities after reopening, also “as it has proved to be 

a new very welcome way to deepen the visit110”. On the other hand, most of the Groninger 

Museum’s activities remain temporary for the time period of the pandemic. The museum has 

reflected on which online content will remain post-pandemic. Its conclusions are, as “nothing 

beats the real thing111”, online exhibitions will not be kept, especially not one which require 

paying a fee to access it. This was the case of the exhibition “the Rolling Stones – Unzipped” 

which had been planned prior to the pandemic and has been digitalized and made accessible 

when paying an entry fee on the Groninger Museum website. However, the museum is not 

completely discarding this type of online content as it is also a way to reach out to an 

international audience who would not have access to the physical exhibition. The home 

assignments were also not maintained during the reopening period of the museum and will 

probably not be kept after the pandemic. Still some thinking will have to be achieved for 

museums to understand which articulation they should have of their online and physical content 

and ways of engaging with their audience. However, the pandemic seems to have planted the 

seed of the many possibilities which using digital can have by making possible what was not 

before.  

 

 

  

 
110 Pinacoteca di Brera, follow-up email discussion, April 2021.  
111 Appendix pp. 89.  
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4.2 Shifting the museum’s focus on its audience and the impact on its 

organization in times of COVID-19  

4.2.1 Acceleration of the shift towards visitor-centred art museums 

During the pandemic, if art museums have reacted at different pace or through different 

strategies, it seems that they have all strived to stay in touch with their audience and offer them 

the best content as possible while remaining online. Indeed, it seems that all three museums in 

this study have strived to get closer to their audience, despite not physically being able to do so. 

Notably, through its new online platform, the Pinacoteca di Brera wanted to include online 

visitors and arouse their curiosity in order to leave them wanting to know more about the 

museum and its artworks. In this sense, the museum is trying to listen to its visitors and adapt 

its content to their needs. The section “Brera Listens” of the Pinacoteca website, emphasizes 

the importance of listening to the audience by asking them for feedback on both the renovation 

of the museum and the website itself 112 . In 2020, the focus of the online strategy of the 

Pinacoteca has been to open the museum’s doors and provide an experience that is not available 

in person. This leads to deeper engagement and knowledge for the visitor, who will feel more 

familiar, not only with the artworks, but also with the museum itself. For instance, the platform 

“Brera PLUS+” was designed for “those wishing to get in touch with our reality, not only as a 

spectator but also as a but also as a participating "partner"”113. However, unlike the two other 

case study museums, the Pinacoteca has provided the audience with little interactivity online, 

which limits the inclusion of the audience of the Pinacoteca to a certain extent. Although the 

digital users get to know more about the museum through exclusive insights, they are never 

asked to participate actively into the discussion or the practice. 

The Moderna Museet who has shown to favour its local visitors prior to the pandemic has 

shifted its relationship with its audience due to the COVID-19 pandemic. Indeed, by developing 

online activities and offering interactive insights into the artworks and artists of the museum, 

the Moderna Museet has shown a willingness to meet its audience where it was, coming to them 

instead of them coming to the museum. Thus, it seems that the digital strategy which the 

museum has initiated since March 2020 has led to consider the needs and expectations of its 

audience by offering them educative content, but also giving them the opportunity to participate 

in the activities. The museum does not seem to put an emphasis on the art works themselves as 

 
112 English version of pinacotecabrera.org, “Brera Listens” section, accessed 23rd April 2021 at: 

https://pinacotecabrera.org/en/brera-listen/  
113 Appendix pp. 92. 
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they were doing in person. For instance, their online collection does not provide high-definition 

representation of the art works, however, the temporary exhibitions are accessible online, as a 

presentation video of 45 minutes offers an online tour of the exhibition and an introduction 

video on the artist is also available.  

Finally, the Groninger Museums which has always been oriented towards its audience or 

the “Groninger fans” strived to stay close to them from the very beginning of the pandemic, “in 

the forefront114”. To do so, the museum had to create content and activities which would keep 

its audience feeling involved. To the museum, it was not the number of online visitors which 

made a difference, but rather the way the audience’s interest shifted to the new online 

programmes such as the home assignments, the 360° tours and the online exhibitions115. Indeed, 

in normal times the Groninger Museum already presented a very fragmented audience as their 

collection, but mostly their exhibitions, have very different content and styles. For instance, one 

exhibition on David Bowie and one on Romanticism in the North will attract two different 

categories of audiences with very different interests. Thus, the Groninger Museum has 

developed a way to make accessible its collection and its exhibitions online. However, the 

pandemic has mostly confirmed that its main goal was its visitors as well as to reach out to them 

and to inform them116.  

Overall, the increased online presence of art museums has “ensured a continuity of 

relationship with the museum and its activities” as well as “reaching an increasingly diverse 

audience not only of individual users but also of associations, institutions, work and enthusiasts 

groups117”. Therefore, this contributed to “[increase] the catchment area” and broadening the 

sociology of their audience, as correctly noticed by the Pinacoteca di Brera who wants to give 

more importance to the virtual so as to try to put it on the same level as the physical118. 

Surprisingly, the pandemic has had a reverse effect in this regard for the Groninger Museum, 

which has always had a great and opened online communication, so as to reach a broader 

audience, everywhere in the Netherlands, especially as most people live in the cities in the 

South West, such as Amsterdam or Rotterdam, from which the largest groups of visitors are 

coming from, when Groningen is located further up North. The pandemic has now shifted the 

museum’s interest as it is now trying to recentre itself towards a more regional audience. Indeed, 

a possible outcome of the COVID-19 to the Groninger Museum is that museums will look 

 
114 Appendix pp. 81.  
115 Appendix pp. 84. 
116 Appendix pp. 83.  
117 Appendix pp. 93.  
118 Appendix pp. 95.  



Justine LE FLOCH     How to make Museums fit for crisis? The Response 

            of European Museums to COVID-19 Global Pandemic 

 41 

 

“more to their direct environment, their own city and province in the near future119”. Moreover, 

the museum is constantly trying to improve its online offer as feedback or suggestions can be 

given anytime on the museum website. 

The pandemic has of course impacted the way the visitors come physically to the museum, 

when possible. Therefore, new online programmes developed by museums show a shift in the 

way they perceive their audience. Notably, the Moderna Museet has come to the realization that 

“we [the museum] have to think about the audience, the visitors120”. And while hoping that the 

people will want to come back to their premises when it will reopen, the pandemic seems to 

have helped the Moderna Museet to understand better its audience, which has been broadened 

by making more content and diverse activities available online and by using its social media 

platforms. The challenge for the museum is now to continue towards developing online and 

engaging content to keep their audience engaged and to interact with them, while balancing it 

with the physical visit as well as the respect towards the artists and their art works. Similarly, 

the Groninger Museum has understood that following the pandemic rules was the price to pay 

to be reunited physically with their audience, although it entails setting up distancing rules by 

designing new paths, requiring to wear a mask or requiring to buy tickets online with specific 

time slots.  

 

4.2.2 Impact on the role and the organization of the museum 

It is clear that, prior to the pandemic, most art museums asserted their role towards their 

audience as going beyond an educative and informative role. This is notably the case of the 

Groninger Museum which establishes in its mission statement, available on its website that:  

“Its high-quality collections and presentations constitute the foundations upon which the 

connections between visitors and the museum and visitors amongst themselves are 

strengthened. The Groninger Museum therefore aims to amaze an audience as broad as 

possible, prompt to form an opinion, and invite frequent and diverse use.121” 
 

In this description, the museum emphasizes both the importance of its relationship with its 

audience, which it aims at broadening, as well as its willingness to offer a certain view to their 

visitors and shape and discuss different opinions through art and culture. Similarly, the 

Pinacoteca di Brera has given a definition of its role as an art museum towards its audience, 

available in the educative section of its website. Indeed, it states that “a museum is a place for 

 
119 Appendix pp. 87. 
120 Moderna Museet, Interview, Appendix pp. 70.   
121 Groninger Museum mission statement, accessed May 4, 2021 at: 

https://www.groningermuseum.nl/en/organisation  
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cultural growth, discovery, debate, integration and social inclusion122”. Therefore, a museum is 

“much more than its collection. A museum is also what it does with its collection”123. To the 

Pinacoteca it also goes beyond having an educative and informative role towards their visitors 

for them to better understand the art works, museums help “[putting thoughts] into circulation”, 

it creates “a sense of community to be shared, hope and beauty to spread in the air”124.Through 

this romantic vision, the Pinacoteca also asserts the importance of the role of a community in 

the cultural field and considers that “everyone is entitled to their cultural heritage”, which is a 

right museums help preserving. The Pinacoteca argues that in order for all to access this right, 

“all the visible and invisible barriers standing in its way must be demolished125”. Therefore, the 

role of the museum staff is working towards “[opening] up the museum’s doors, to make it 

accessible to the largest possible number of people.126” And beyond being an “educational 

platform”, museums have a “social value127”.  

Reassessing their role towards their audience and the imposed closing period during the 

pandemic has had many implications for art museums, both virtually and physically, on the 

inside and on the outside. More specifically, the closing of their premises forced museums to 

endure great internal changes. Indeed, the augmentation of all online activities and the change 

in digital strategies forced the museum staff to reorganise themselves. For the Groninger 

Museum, the idea of engaging with broader as well as smaller target groups was already present 

in the physical museum programme, the situation has now opened new possibilities of 

organizing such events online, thus broadening the museum’s audience by reaching beyond the 

Netherlands, while targeting very specific groups through niche topics. Indeed, new ideas have 

flourished to bring more online events such as lectures, creative programmes or specialists’ 

topics for specific groups, and make it available to the public via a livestream platform128. One 

of the biggest challenges for the Groninger Museum for the future will be to understand which 

digital features to keep, which to modify and which were only adapted for the pandemic 

situation. It also will have to question what will its role be and most importantly towards which 

audience it is directing its programme.  

 
122 English version of pinacotecabrera.org, educative section, accessed April 23, 2021 at: 

https://pinacotecabrera.org/en/learn/the-education-department/  
123 Appendix pp. 93.   
124 Appendix pp. 94.   
125 https://pinacotecabrera.org/en/learn/the-education-department/  
126 Ibid.  
127 Appendix pp. 94.   
128 Appendix pp. 91.  
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The Moderna Museum has known a different evolution in its role towards its audience. 

Indeed, if it considers that its status has not changed, it is however working towards having a 

more educational role129 as well as taking position on more global issues. With the pandemic, 

the Moderna Museet has come to realize that “museums have to show [their] colours, to be 

transparent, and to say why [they] collect what [they] do; To present temporary exhibitions and 

tell why [they] select them in a changing world”130. Indeed, if art museums are built upon 

collections131 they are also dealing with people, not with objects132, thus when collecting objects, 

they have to explain to the audience why it is doing so, in a non-neutral way and explain why 

they think the things they are exhibiting are important133. Thus, the Moderna Museet intends to 

get closer to its audience by justifying more their curating choices, as well as to take position 

in social issues.  

Another challenge for art museums during the pandemic has been their organization, which 

also varies from one museum to the other depending on its size and resources. In this way, the 

three case study museums have all developed a different organization during the pandemic. In 

this way, the Pinacoteca di Brera has both hired more staff and changed the tasks of existing 

staff to face the increasing digital demands134. It notably asked all new and senior staff to bring 

in skills that they had not been able to express before135. If the Pinacoteca has requested support 

from external partners to reach their goals, and more specifically for the creation of the 

platforms and graphics136, the Moderna Museet on the other hand has requested no external 

help. Indeed, no extra staff was hired during the pandemic and the existing staff of the museum 

had to adapt by changing tasks and acquiring new skills to answer to the online demand. One 

of the main reasons for this decision is due to the lockdown period itself: by being forced to 

close its premises, the Moderna Museet had to develop a greater digital presence, at the same 

time as not perceiving any revenue from the sale of tickets, resulting in inevitable extra costs. 

Indeed, digital adds news costs, which makes it hard to pertain in the long run. Therefore, a 

lack of digital skills, coupled with a lack of financial resources has been the greatest challenge 

to face for the Moderna Museet, both during this pandemic, but also for the years to come. 

However, this new development has taught a new palette of competencies and prepared the 

 
129 Moderna Museet, Open-ended questions, Appendix pp. 66.  
130 Open-ended questions, Appendix pp. 67.  
131 Interview, Appendix pp. 71.  
132 Interview, Appendix pp. 70. 
133 Interview, Appendix pp. 70. 
134 Appendix pp. 94.  
135 Appendix pp. 94.  
136 Appendix pp. 92.   
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staff for facing the digitalization growth of their activities, which was awaiting them in the 

years to come, independently of the COVID-19 pandemic. For similar reasons, the Groninger 

Museum which has a smaller infrastructure and subsequently a smaller team did not hire more 

staff. However, this has been a true asset for the museum during the pandemic as this enabled 

them to adapt and take action very quickly 137 . Possibly one of the best outcomes of the 

pandemic in Groningen has been that the staff started working together more in order to bring 

the best online programme possible for their audience. Similarly, the “winning key” for the 

Pinacoteca during the COVID-19 period has been the “organisation of teamwork which 

favoured the exchange of knowledge and participation in the objectives138”. However, having 

a smaller team has also created new challenges for the Groninger Museum in order to bring this 

online content to their audience. Indeed, it has made it very hard for the staff who has “never 

been as busy as [in 2020]”, thus feeling a greater pressure in order to deliver quality content 

over a short period of time, at the same time as having a limited budget, especially at the 

beginning of the pandemic as they did not know how long this situation would last.  

 

5 Discussing practices in European art museums during 

the COVID-19 Pandemic 

After having seen the possible impact which the COVID-19 pandemic has had onto art 

museums in Europe, their online programme and their relationship towards their audience, two 

areas seem important to discuss in relation to this, and more globally for the museums’ future. 

Indeed, the pandemic has rose new issues and questions which need to be addressed by 

museums. Notably, the rapid increase in digital activities has underlined the need for museums 

to understand which articulation they should set up for optimal usage of both physical and 

digital programmes, especially looking towards the future for when they would be able to re-

open. Second, for some museums, their closing has questioned their place and role in the society, 

especially when they were among the only building remaining closed, such as in Sweden. This 

section thus takes onto those two areas so as to expose the case study museums’ point of view 

and globally help art museums in Europe to reflect on their own experience during this time 

and look for best practice for the future. 
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5.1 Relating the articulation of physical and digital with the shift from 

content driven to visitor-centred museums 

 

During the COVID-19 pandemic, for art museums some questions arose, such as shifting 

to the digital as well as focusing their content on their audience. If the shift to an online 

programme has been imposed on museums if they wanted to keep on offering their content to 

their audience but also to remain relevant, the way they have handled this fast digitalization by 

orienting themselves towards their audience has been voluntary. Indeed, designing new online 

content has given museums them opportunity to take a step back on their practice and reassess 

their relationship with their audience and the image they wanted to reflect.  

In this way, through different means and visions, it seems that all three case-study museums 

have chosen to provide their audience with more content and new activities online, sometimes 

interactive and inclusive, made accessible on their website, online platforms and social media 

channels. If in 2020, Giannini and Bowen underlined that “the digital shift is causing museums 

to rethink traditional values and roles in ways that elevate the quality of visitor experience, and 

the museum and visitor relationship139”, the period of the pandemic has acted as a magnifying 

glass period to verify this affirmation. Indeed, if the digital shift has been a necessity for 

museums, they seem to have been focusing on their audience when designing their digital 

strategies. Museums now know the importance of their “digitally enabled audiences” 140 and 

that the virtual space is “critical to [their] success” as we have seen that they “need to adapt 

[their] strategies, planning processes, workflows, practices and programs to align with the 

expectations and behaviours” of their audience. Therefore, while undergoing a shift towards 

digital that is now considered as “integrated and inseparable” 141 with the physical, museums 

also strive to remain up to date with their connected audience, whose needs and expectations 

are evolving. In this sense, the pandemic has helped museums to rethink about their position in 

the society and more particularly towards their audience by re-evaluating their needs and which 

strategy they wanted to adopt to reach them. Therefore, the Moderna Museet has stated that the 

pandemic enabled it to better understand its audience, which has been broadened by making 

 
139 Giannini, Tula, Bowen, Jonathan, “Museums, Art, Identity and the Digital Ecosystem: A Paradigm Shift”, in 

Museums and Digital Culture, 2019, pp. 63.  
140 Giannini, Tula, Bowen, Jonathan, Museums and Digital Culture: New Perspectives and Research, 2019, pp. 

6.  
141 Chan, Seb and al. "Digital Culture Leaders Visioning the Postdigital Museum." In Museums and Digital 

Culture 2019, pp. 519. 
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more content and diverse activities available online. It now intends to get closer to them by 

justifying more its curating choices, as well as to take position in social issues.  

The Pinacoteca di Brera seems to have understood the importance of the digital as a tool 

which can help demolish “all the visible and invisible barriers” which could prevent an 

individual to access its cultural heritage. For that purpose, museums must face “challenges that 

flow across boundaries from inside to outside [their] walls, crossing cultures, geographies and 

identities in art and education while questioning the values, roles and responsibilities of 

museums”142, as argued by Seb Chan. Similar views are spreading among art museums, which 

are rethinking their content and way of relating to their audience. And the digital has had a 

similar impact on museums. Therefore, both issues seem to be relating to one another or at least 

one shift to the digital could be used in order to shift towards visitor-centred museums.  

Museums must now find a balance between the digital and the physical, at their own pace and 

for their own practice, and they need to find a way to put them together so as to expanding them 

and integrating them together. This period has been a moment for new ideas to flourish, linking 

digital and visitor-centred orientation. For example, the Groninger Museum has thought about 

bringing new potential events such as lectures, creative programmes or specialists’ topics for 

specific groups, and make it available to the public via a livestream platform143.  Similarly, 

museums must now find a way to both keep on providing their audience with cultural and 

artistic knowledge and providing them with a “set of critical and analytical skills for looking at 

art and the world at large144”, while also integrating them as active participant in their museal 

experience145. 

 

 

5.2 Questions on the place of art museums in society 

However, this crisis induced by the COVID-19 pandemic has raised many concerns for art 

museums for the future. Notably, one claim that seems to be important for the Moderna Museet 

includes the question of the place of art museums, and more generally culture, in the society. 

Indeed, during this time of crisis, cultural places have often been the first ones forced to close 

their doors. Thus, the COVID-19 pandemic has made museums question the self-understanding 

they had prior to 2020. To the Moderna Museet, it is clear that the COVID-19 has been a “wake 

 
142 Ibid. 
143 Appendix pp. 91.  
144 Rice, Danielle, "Vision and culture: The role of museums in visual literacy." The Journal of museum 

education 13, no. 3, 1988, pp. 13. 
145 Stylianou-Lambert, Theopisti. “Re-Conceptualizing Museum Audiences: Power, Activity, Responsibility”, 

2010, pp. 132. 
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up call146” for museums as they have come to realize that they are “not on the top of society 

and politics147” as they were the first to shut down, in Sweden, but also elsewhere, which made 

them question their relevance and importance. Effectively, the COVID-19 has brought a big 

change for art museums which now have to assume a role of “opinion-maker”148. It also led the 

Moderna Museet to reflect on this role and to come to the realisation that art museums are “no 

longer any temple on a hill proclaiming objective and neutral statements149” as they now have 

“to be clearer about what [they] want150”.  

In the Italian context, this pandemic is an occasion for cultural professionals to use the “vital 

momentum151” which the pandemic is breathing into them, pushed by an acceleration of their 

online activities to improve themselves as well as their organisation. Indeed, Italy has been 

impacted early on with a strict lockdown from March 2020. This “caused the suspension of the 

activity of the entire sector of cultural heritage and performing arts, causing serious 

consequences both on an economic and socio-cultural level” when this sector represents “a 

strategic factor for development and social cohesion, an instrument for the preservation of our 

roots but also a driving force for restart”152. More specifically for the director of the Pinacoteca 

di Brera, James Bradburne, “the crisis did not lead to a change of nature [for the museum], 

because the reflections on our way of operating and on our identity had already begun. In fact, 

all the rearrangement, the re-presentation and the new approaches of the museum were already 

in motion; the crisis was therefore a moment of great acceleration153”.  

More globally, it is the entire cultural sector which has been shut down, which “will have a 

long-term impact on society154”. Looking towards the future, museums will have to self-reflect 

and reassess their role and which message they want to convey to their audience and to the 

world. Overall, the crisis caused by the COVID-19 pandemic has pushed art museums to go 

beyond their own boundaries and to question their usual role. This is for them an opportunity 

of learning and growing in a new way, both internally and externally.  

 
146 Open-ended questions, Appendix pp. 70.  
147 Appendix pp. 70.  
148 Interview, Appendix pp. 73.  
149 Appendix pp. 68.  
150 Appendix pp. 73.  
151 Agenzia Comunica, “L’Impatto del COVID-19 sull’industria culturale: soppravvivenza o rilancio?”, 26th 

May 2020, accessed 26th April 2021 at: https://www.agenziacomunica.net/2020/05/26/limpatto-del-covid-19-

sullindustria-culturale-sopravvivenza-o-rilancio/ 
152 Ibid.  
153 AG Cult, “Coronavirus, Bradburne (Brera): crisi ha accelerato riflessioni già avviate”, May 26 2020, accessible 

at: https://agcult.it/a/19324/2020-05-26/coronavirus-bradburne-brera-crisi-ha-accelerato-riflessioni-gia-avviate  
154 Appendix pp. 74.  

https://www.agenziacomunica.net/2020/05/26/limpatto-del-covid-19-sullindustria-culturale-sopravvivenza-o-rilancio/
https://www.agenziacomunica.net/2020/05/26/limpatto-del-covid-19-sullindustria-culturale-sopravvivenza-o-rilancio/
https://agcult.it/a/19324/2020-05-26/coronavirus-bradburne-brera-crisi-ha-accelerato-riflessioni-gia-avviate
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One positive realisation which the COVID-19 has made more evident for art museums is 

their essential role towards the people. Notably, the Groninger Museum has come to conclude 

that “museums bring something for the well-being of the people155” and that culture and the 

arts can help them facing stressful situations such as the one the pandemic has put the world in. 

In this way, museums can provide artistic and cultural content which can be used as an “outlet 

or topics for discussion otherwise than your personal problems156”. Beyond this educative role, 

art can also help stimulating the people’s creativeness by encouraging them to invent their own 

artwork from home. In this way, an online presence was necessary for both the museums to 

keep their audience engaged and make them want to come back to their premises after the 

pandemic, but mostly it was important for the audiences to still have the possibility to access 

artistic and entertaining content through museums websites. To the Groninger Museum it does 

not seem that the pandemic has questioned the museums place in the society overall. It has 

proven the importance of engaging with audiences, the usefulness of developing an online 

programme to reach out beyond their local or national audience, as well as the importance of 

culture and art for the well-being of the people. These appeared as the main take-aways for the 

Groninger Museum in times of COVID-19. To them, one reason which could explain why 

governments keep from authorizing museums to reopen is that, despite figuring among the 

safest closed public space157, museums can be crossroad places, where people from different 

areas travel to, which would lead to the spread of the virus158.  

Overall if this crisis helped all museums to figure out their role in the society and more 

importantly towards their audience, all institutions do not relate to the issue through the same 

lens and might have interpreted their function in different ways. In this sense, it appears that 

the Groninger Museum seems very conscious about the well-being of its visitors and reassessed 

the importance of engaging with its audience and especially its more local visitors.  For the 

Pinacoteca di Brera, the pandemic has not been the starting point of major change, rather it has 

been a great accelerator of its digitalization, which it is trying to use this to its advantage so as 

to restart strong and improve their organization. On the other hand, the Moderna Museet has 

been stroke by the pandemic and has been brought to question its place and role. Thus, during 

periods of lockdowns the museum has implemented much inclusive and interactive content for 

 
155 Appendix pp. 84.  
156 Appendix pp. 84.  
157 The Berlin Institute of Technology (Germany) recently showed that the risk of COVID-19 transmission is far 

lower in museums than in supermarkets, restaurants, offices, or public transportation, in Bishara, Hakim, 

“Museums Are Safer Than Any Other Indoor Activity, COVID-19 Study Says”, Hyperallergic, 24 February 2021. 

https://hyperallergic.com/623971/museums-are-safer-than-any-other-indoor-activity-covid-19-study-says/ 
158 Appendix pp. 84.  

https://hyperallergic.com/623971/museums-are-safer-than-any-other-indoor-activity-covid-19-study-says/
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their usual visitors and new audience. However, all museums agree on striving to being clearer 

in the message they want to convey towards their audience through listening to their needs and 

shaping their strategies accordingly. Overall, this crisis has had a seemingly similar impact on 

all case study museums, which have then interpreted their goals and role differently depending 

on their initial situation.   
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6 Conclusion 

In conclusion, this research has sought to provide an overview of the answers which 

European art museums have developed in order to face the COVID-19 pandemic, which has 

had an impact onto their online programme and digital strategy on the one hand, and their 

relationship with their audience on the other hand. Moreover, this crisis has had a magnifying 

glass effect for museums, as it made them react and provide answers in a very short period of 

time. In this way, the pandemic has both been a disaster in terms of economy and of course 

globally for the cultural field as all premises closed and activities stoped, but it has also been to 

the advantage of museums. Indeed, it has had a great impact onto their digital programme and 

it made them question their role towards their audience as well as to better understand how they 

should articulate their digital and physical content to offer an optimal experience of the art. 

However, this fast response has also led to developing short term solutions to meet their 

audience’s need through an online format during periods of lockdown. This has sometimes led 

to questioning the sustainability of the online activities developed by museums, which have to 

reflect on which digital strategies they want to set up for the future. After an overview of the 

three case studies museums, all of this point will be summarized in this section, as well as a 

reflection onto which possibilities this thesis offers for future research on the topic.  

 

6.1 Overview of the case studies museums  

As we have seen, the three art museums taken as case studies in this research have some 

common and antagonist characteristics. They also have face different challenges during the 

period of the COVID-19 pandemic, to which they have offered online answers. First, regarding 

their characteristics, the Pinacoteca di Brera, the Moderna Museet and the Groninger Museum 

all are European art museums, with different audience reach: national for the Pinacoteca, local 

and regional for the Moderna Museet, while the Groninger Museum reaches a national and 

international audience. During the COVID-19 pandemic all three museums have been through 

periods of lockdown for most of the period between March 2020 and March 2021. The different 

national situations in which each of them was situated has slightly impacted the period of 

lockdown as well as the restrictions and measures to prevent the spread of the pandemic, 

however, all museums have had to develop an online response to this situation. In this regard, 

prior to the pandemic, all had a website which could be considered as a content website, which 

displays information about the museum, but also offers a digitized version of the collection.  
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During this period, the museums have had to face great challenges, notably regarding their 

online programme and their relationship with their audience. The main difficulty they had to 

face was having to close for an extended period of time, as well as not knowing when they 

could be able to reopen for good, which is still uncertain as this research is being conducted in 

the spring of 2021. This has forced art museums to think about immediate solutions, but also, 

as the COVID-19 spread in the world, an entire digital strategy on the long-run, in order to 

“enter their audiences’ home”, to stay in touch with them, but also to keep them entertained and 

offer them educative content. In this way, all three museums have strived to offer online 

solutions to their audience and keep them engaged, by developing a digital strategy. Indeed, the 

websites now offer more in-depth content about the museum or the collection, with in-depth 

videos (Pinacoteca di Brera), online guided tours (Moderna Museet), or linking both (Groninger 

Museum). If the Pinacoteca has developed even more its educational content through a newly 

designed platform, BreraPLUS+, giving more context to the collection and activities of the 

museums, others have decided to give more importance to providing their audience with more 

interactive and creative content. The Moderna Museet has introduced children workshop and 

online creative workshops during the lockdown, providing short video tutorial for artistic 

creations from home. Similarly, the Groninger Museum has initiated creative assignments each 

week, entitled “Quarantertainement”, with little incentive for the public to participate. Overall, 

all have developed new online content, with exclusive insights and educative activities, which 

enabled the audience to interact and engage more or less with the museum and its online offer. 

Therefore, all three museums’ websites can now be considered as learning website 159 . 

Moreover, all museums have used their social media platforms and mostly their social media, 

on which they relied more or less to interact with their audience, provide them with educative 

content and keep them updated of their online activities. The Groninger Museum interacted 

much through its social media, through comments and their audience publications. The 

Moderna Museet used these channels for livestreaming its activities, before making them 

available on its website. Finally, the Pinacoteca made a general use of its social media.  

 

 

 

 

 
159 To take on the previously explained definition, made through a mix of Gaia and Van der Weiden 

categorization. See 2.2.3. 
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6.2 Impact of COVID-19 on art museums online programme 

The first question which this research aimed to answer relates to the online response which 

art museums have developed to the COVID-19. During this time, art museums in Europe have 

not escaped the shift to digital throughout this pandemic, quite the opposite as it became a 

ubiquitous part of their daily life, especially in times of lockdown. In practice, one can wonder 

what the consequences of the pandemic have been on the way art museums approach their 

digital strategies. First, it seems that the COVID-19 has been a blessing in disguise for art 

museums in the sense that, despite forcing the closure of their premises, it has doubtlessly 

impacted their digital strategy in a positive way. By having to develop a quick answer to the 

pandemic to keep touch with their audiences and striving to continue their relationship with 

them, museums have developed their digital offer. The pandemic has been a tremendous 

challenge as it required to do something which appeared as impossible until then. In this way, 

regardless of the previous state of their online programme, most art museums in Europe seem 

to have reached the next level of development in regard to their audience. In this research, all 

three museums have shifted from a content museum website, more descriptive and preparing or 

completing the physical visit, to a learning museum website, providing the audience with more 

context, interactions and educational content.  

This shift in art museums’ website has only been made possible thanks to the development 

of different online programme platforms which enabled them to engage with their audience in 

different ways. The different activities developed had various aims which however could be 

found overall in most art museums. More particularly, they aim at providing more context 

through exclusive and insightful content, through online visit or explanatory videos for instance. 

It also aims at making the audience participate and interact, entertaining them and keeping them 

updated and interested in the museum’s content, for example by organising activities to do from 

home or with ‘behind the scenes’ videos. It can also target special audiences, such as children 

through special workshops. This was enabled by a great articulation of the museum website 

with their social media platforms. Indeed, museums have more or less used their social media 

and other channels to livestream their online programme and interact with their audience. 

Livestreams notably enabled to directly be on the platforms which most audiences use 

nowadays, before making them available on their website. Other platforms, such as Youtube, 

are also useful. They enable users to access all online content in one place without having to 

search through the museum website sections.  



Justine LE FLOCH     How to make Museums fit for crisis? The Response 

            of European Museums to COVID-19 Global Pandemic 

 53 

 

Overall, the pandemic has brought additional value and innovation to the online content of 

art museums. It has increased and diversified their online offers, which has been enriched with 

various activities and online tools. And if amelioration and innovation can always be brought 

to their online programmes, museums have managed to develop them in a short period of time, 

which has opened the way for further design or betterment of digital strategies. An important 

point for museums is now to understand and assess which strategy they want to adopt digitally, 

but also physically to engage with their audience in times of pandemic, but also looking towards 

the future. This also related to the articulation of digital and physical visits which each 

institution will have to balance and adapt to its own views and ways of envisaging their 

programme as a whole.  

 

6.3 Impact of COVID-19 on art museums’ role towards their audience 

The second question which has been rose during the pandemic for art museums, and which 

directly relates to the first one, is the impact of this period onto the relationship of museums 

with their audience and especially during lockdowns, when they could not be reunited. With 

the pandemic, art museums seem to have been brought to realize the importance of their 

audience and of pertaining their relationship with them. This is why the cultural institutions 

have placed their public at the heart of their online programming, recentring their attention on 

bringing them educative, but also entertaining content. Indeed, if traditionally the art laid at the 

heart of the museums’ programme, it becomes irrelevant if the public is not able to look at it. 

In this way, museums have had to rethink to which audience their collection was addressed to 

and where it was located – in this period, at home. This has shifted the sense of their relationship 

as, the audience is now not going to the museum, rather the museum is coming to their audience, 

notably by developing their online presence. Therefore, the pandemic has appeared as a real 

accelerator of the on-going evolution of museums towards being visitor-oriented. Through the 

“democratization facilitator 160 ” of the Internet, museums have tried to establish a deeper 

connection with their audience from afar by offering them the opportunity to become more than 

spectators, more like “partners”. This is mainly achieved by providing more context to online 

audiences, as it might be self-evident during a physical visit, as organized by the museum, but 

it tends to disappear once online. This vision of “partnership” as presented by the Pinacoteca di 

Brera should however be put into perspective as they do not offer any way for the audience to 

 
160 Kéfi, Hajer, Pallud, Jessie. “The role of technologies in cultural mediation in museums: an Actor-Network 

Theory view applied in France, Museum Management and Curatorship”, 26:3, 2011, pp. 284.  
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interact or actively create something. Rather, they are integrated by having access to content 

and processes that are usually impossible to see. To other museums, inclusion comes through 

interaction and active participation of the public.  

In conclusion, the pandemic has made museums realize that they have to think about their 

audience, and more particularly to get them to shift their interest to the museum’s new online 

programme. In this way, art museums have strived to reach a deeper connection with their 

public from afar by providing them with qualitative content, whether educative, exclusively 

online, including broader audiences or entertaining them. Art museums must now aim at 

organizing a good digital strategy, which offers “in-depth information that make the visitor 

experience of the museum more meaningful and memorable 161”, to remind Giannini and 

Bowen’s definition, to bring back their audience in the museum while articulating it with the 

physical visit. Indeed, the question which remains now relates to the articulation of their online 

and physical programme post-COVID, but also which content will be kept, which will be 

modified, and which was only made for the time of the pandemic, as we will see in the final 

part of this conclusion.  

 

6.4 Sustainability of the new models developed by art museums in time 

of COVID-19 

The final question which has been raised in this research might be the most important for 

future research on the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic or similar crises as it takes on the 

sustainability of the new models established by art museums during the pandemic. Overall, art 

museums seem to have understood the importance of building a strong online programme, 

which they have had the opportunity to create or reinforce during the pandemic. For some of 

them, the main goal for the future is to continue their online programme, and more particularly 

for the Pinacoteca di Brera, whose aim is to give its “virtual museum” the same importance as 

its physical premises. This coherently fits with the format of an online platform which the 

Pinacoteca has designed in the course of 2020. Such online tool will remain useful and relevant 

in the future, so as to deepen the physical visit and it can constantly be updated and ameliorated 

so as to evolve with its audience and collection.   

On the other hand, for other museums, the main goal in time of pandemic is to bring back 

their physical audience. In the context of a museum such as the Moderna Museet, which did 

 
161 Giannini, Tula and Bowen, Jonathan. “Museums and Digitalism” pp. 39, 2019. 
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not have a digital strategy prior to 2020 and was reaching out to a more regional audience it 

makes sense to think of ways to use digital to make its public come again. However, the 

pandemic has helped the museum to understand the importance of its audience and that digital 

was a way to give more understanding to the art. Moreover, drawing onto the Moderna Museet 

as an example for an art museum which has had to develop much in terms of online programme 

during the pandemic, such institution still has to understand how to articulate their physical and 

digital programmes before envisaging sustainable online programme. Indeed, they are currently 

in the process of designing a digital strategy in the spring of 2021. In this way, museums could 

aim to go towards developing more and more complete visitors as their main audience, or an 

audience which both go to the museum physically as well as visit the museum website.162 

Finally, it appears that museums which had a previously well-established online 

programme such as the Groninger Museum, are the ones which have the least envisaged 

sustainable online activities for the post-pandemic period. The COVID-19 has surely brought 

the importance of having an online programme to the Groninger Museum, which has quickly 

offered an entertaining programme for its audience. However, most of these activities were 

designed for the pandemic setting, without planning to sustainably keep them after their 

reopening. For instance, the “Quarantertainment” home assignments as well as the online 

exhibitions have not been designed to remain in the museum programme after the pandemic. 

However, one of the main issues for the Groninger Museum in this regard was the financial 

cost which maintaining a great online presence would entail and one must remember that 

despite its efficiency in times of pandemic, it is a smaller structure. Therefore, it might not be 

representative of all art museums which have had a good online communication and digital 

programme prior to 2020.  

 

6.5 Leads for future research 

Finally, if this research has offered a first understanding of the impact of the pandemic onto 

the functioning of art museums it has also aimed at paving the way towards investigating how 

art museums can react to crises, and more particularly here to a global pandemic. First, it is 

important to remind that this research has been conducted as the pandemic was still going on. 

Thus, it could be interesting to pursue such research in the future, once the pandemic will be 

over, which would provide more hindsight on the situation and its long-term consequences. 

 
162 To join Evrard and Krebs prementioned qualification of museums audiences. Evrard, Yves, Krebs, Anne. 

“The Authenticity of the Museum Experience in the Digital Age: The Case of the Louvre”. Journal of Cultural 

Economics 42, no. 3, August 2018, pp. 355. Accessed May 18, 2021.  
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Second, it is important to acknowledge that this research presents a lack of perspective from 

Central or Eastern European countries, or in a context in which a strong populist government 

takes part into decision making, which affects museums and their budget. Indeed, it could be 

interesting to include museums in such context for future research in order to understand the 

European dimension of museums and the diversity under which they are operating. Lastly, an 

interesting perspective could be brought to such research by paying a greater attention to the 

national context of each country, in terms of the way culture is funded or if art museums are 

nationally funded, as well as studying the relaunch programmes which governments have 

developed to help the economy post-COVID and which part is allocated to culture and art 

museums.  
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8 Appendix  
 

8.1 Appendix 1 – Interview Guide  

 

HOW TO MAKE MUSEUMS FIT FOR CRISIS? THE RESPONSE OF EUROPEAN 

MUSEUMS TO THE COVID-19 GLOBAL PANDEMIC 

 

The aim of this research is to produce data on how the COVID-crisis has impacted art museum’s 

customary role of mediation as well as their digital strategies and the extent to which those 

responses seem unsustainable for art museums in the long run.  

 

Research question  

Which online responses have European art museums developed to face the COVID-19 crisis 

and which effect does it have onto their relationship towards their audience?  

 

Sub-questions 

1) In which ways has the COVID-crisis impacted the art museum’s customary role of 

mediation? 

2) What are the consequences of the COVID-crisis onto the way museums approach their 

digital strategies (display of digitized content, development of online activities and 

communication tools)? 

 

BEFORE COVID  

▪ Has the [Case study museum] already implemented a policy for developing more online 

content and activities prior to 2020?  

If so which type of activities and since when? 

▪ Had you noticed any increase in the online visits of the museum prior to the COVID crisis 

of 2020?  

If so when did you start noticing any trend? 

 

DURING COVID  

▪ How many lockdowns has the [Case study museum] undergone? When did your first 

lockdown start? For how long has the museums been closed in total? 
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Two next questions asked to the Groninger Museum (latter version of the questionnaire): 

▪ In case the museum has reopened for a certain period of time in between two lockdowns, 

what has been the impact of such reopening? (e.g. impact on online programmation, 

impact on the number of online visits…) 

▪ Did you have to face any challenges to develop an online platform during this period?  

If yes, which kinds? (e.g. low budget, short time for delivering the content, caring for 

different types of users…)  

Impact on Audience  

▪ Did you increase or start your social media activity with COVID 19? 

▪ Did you increase your digital capacities as a result of COVID 19? If so, which strategies 

did you initiate? 

▪ Did the digitalization of your activity due to the COVID crisis helped you reaching a more 

diverse online audience?  

Latter version of the previous question: Which type of audience has the digitalization of 

your activity helped you to reach?  

▪ Additional question latter version: How would you consider the online users of the 

museum’s website and its social media, in comparison to physical visitors?  

▪ Do you think that the digitalization of your content helped you broadening your audience 

in that it made its content more accessible? 

▪ Would you say that those new online activities have changed the museums status in 

general, for example that your website become more of an ‘educational platform’? 

Latter version of the previous question: Would you say that those new online activities 

have changed the museums status in general? 

▪ Have you set up a framework of digital measurement to track the number of online 

visitors and their activities?  

If so, from how much have online visits increased?  

If so, what are the most popular digital tools you have set up for your audiences (social 

media, video, virtual tour)? 

▪ What is the main limit of such online practice for the museum and its audience and onto 

their relationship with one another?  
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Impact on museum’s organisation  

▪ Was more staff hired in order to face the augmentation of online activities or did you 

change the tasks of existing staff? 

▪ How has COVID 19 impacted the organisation of the museum’s tasks in order to face the 

increasing digital demands? 

If yes, how so? 

 

AFTER COVID  

▪ What do you think will remain or will have changed by the time art museums are all 

allowed to reopen? / Which impact do you think there will be on your museum and its 

audience at the reopening of your premises?  

▪ In which way will have this pandemic impacted the digital offer of the [Case study 

museum]?  

▪ What are the limits of those practices for the [Case study museum] and for art museums in 

general? 

▪ What will be the biggest challenge for the [Case study museum] in the coming years? 

 

8.2 Appendix 2 – Description of Respondents  

 

Institution Location 

Respondent Position Contacted 

via 

Interview 

Date 

Interview 

Length 

Moderna 

Museet 

Stockholm, 

Sweden 

Charlotte 

Gateau 

Head of 

Communication 

E-Mail  

05/03/2021 

 

55min 

John Peter 

Nilsson  

Curator Internal  

E-Mail 

Groninger 

Museum 

Groningen, 

Netherlands 

Annetje de 

Boo 

Coordinator of 

Online 

Communications 

LinkedIn  

18/03/2021 

 

1h  

Pinacoteca 

di Brera 

 

Milan, Italy 

 

Marco 

Toscano 

Head of 

Communications 

E-Mail  

NA 

 

NA 

Catia 

Tommasin 

Communication 

Office 

Internal  

E-Mail 
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8.3 Appendix 3 – Interview Table 

 

Description Sub-sections Theoretical Theme Aim 

Introduction 

 

 

Respondent 

Background 

 

 Presenting the 

respondent’s 

background and link 

it to the research 

goals 
Research aims and 

goals 

 

Before COVID-19 

 

 

 Evolution of the 

museum’s role 

Place of digital tools 

and strategies 

Understanding the 

situation of the 

museum prior to the 

pandemic to better 

understand its impact 

During COVID-19 

 

 

Impact on audience 

 

Impact on digital tools 

and strategies 

Impact on the museum’s 

role 

Assessing the main 

areas of impact of the 

pandemic for the 

museums 
Impact on museum’s 

organisation 

After COVID-19 

 

 

 Sustainability of the 

actual setting for 

museums 

Seeing how the 

museums feel about 

the future post 

pandemic 

Closing of the 

interview 

  Allowing the 

respondent to add 

information  

 

 

8.4 Appendix 4 – List of open-ended questions: answers Moderna 

Museet 

 

The aim of this research is to produce data on how the COVID-crisis has impacted art museum’s 

customary role of mediation as well as their digital strategies and the extent to which those 

responses seem unsustainable for art museums in the long run.  

 

Research question  

Which online responses have European art museums developed to face the COVID-19 crisis 

and which effect does it have onto their relationship towards their audience?  

 

Sub-questions 

3) In which ways has the COVID-crisis impacted the art museum’s customary role of 

mediation? 
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We (the museums) have to understand we are not on the top of society and politics. In Sweden 

(and elsewhere) the museums became the first to lockdown - not supermarkets, gyms or car 

repairing. The museumworld has to do some self-reflection and figure out what our role is in 

society. 

 

4) What are the consequences of the COVID-crisis onto the way museums approach their 

digital strategies (display of digitized content, development of online activities and 

communication tools)? 

 

A wake up call! 

 

BEFORE COVID  

 

▪ Has the Moderna Museet already implemented a policy for developing more online 

content and activities prior to 2020? If so which type of activities and since when?  

 

No we hadn’t implemented such a policy, but we will.  

 

▪ Had you noticed any increase in the online visits of the museum prior to the COVID crisis 

of 2020? If so when did you start noticing any trend? 

 

Yes, we have seen an increase in noticing it already last spring. 

 

DURING COVID  

 

▪ How many lockdowns has the Moderna Museet undergone? When did your first 

lockdown start? For how long has the museums been closed in total? 

 

March-late May 2020, September – Now 2021… 

 

Impact on Audience  

 

▪ Did you increase or start your social media activity with COVID 19? 
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We increased it. 

 

▪ Did you increase your digital capacities as a result of COVID 19? 

If so, which strategies did you initiate? 

 

Yes, since March last year we have online guided tours, children workshops and artist´s 

studio visits. 

 

▪ Did the digitalization of your activity due to the COVID crisis helped you reaching a more 

diverse online audience? 

 

We’ve reached new groups outside Stockholm in the whole country. 

 

▪ Do you think that the digitalization of your content helped you broadening your audience 

in that it made its content more accessible? 

 

Yes.  

 

▪ Would you say that those new online activities have changed the museums status in 

general, for example that your website become more of an ‘educational platform’? 

 

Not yet, but we are working on it. 

 

▪ Have you set up a framework of digital measurement to track the number of online 

visitors and their activities? 

If so, from how much have online visits increased?  

If so, what are the most popular digital tools you have set up for your audiences (social 

media, video, virtual tour)? 

 

I would say about 20%. Most popular are the virtual guided tours and children workshops. 

 

▪ What is the main limit of such online practice for the museum and its audience and onto 

their relationship with one another?  
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Hard to say, of course we want people coming to the museum. Hopefully our online 

prescence will make those in doubt to visit us more tempted to do so. We are in the process to 

understand how we can find a balance between virtual and real expriences. 

 

Impact on museum’s organisation  

 

▪ Was more staff hired in order to face the augmentation of online activities or did you change 

the tasks of existing staff? 

 

No. We change tasks. 

 

▪ How has COVID 19 impacted the organisation of the museum’s tasks in order to face the 

increasing digital demands? 

 

We are now in the process to set up a proper digital strategy. It has been neglected earlier. 

 

 

 

AFTER COVID  

 

▪ What do you think will remain or will have changed by the time art museums are all allowed 

to reopen? / Which impact do you think there will be on your museum and its audience at 

the reopening of your premises?  

 

Our digital presence will for sure be stronger. When we reopen I think our core audience will 

be very happy and come to the museum first. In Sweden we haven’t had any general lockdown, 

but hopefully many feel free anyway and come to visit because it is possible per se. 

 

▪ In which way will have this pandemic impacted the digital offer of the Moderna Museet?  

 

To reach out all over Sweden (hopefully to the world, if translations are made possible) in a 

new way, and also create interest in a younger “digital” generation. 
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▪ What are the limits of those practices for the Moderna Museet and for art museums in 

general? 

 

Budget. Digital presence adds new costs. 

 

▪ What will be the biggest challenge for the Moderna Museet in the coming years? 

 

Museums are not any longer any temple on a hill proclaiming objective and neutral statements. 

Museums have to show its colors, to be transparent, and to say why we collect what we do... 

To present temporary exhibitions and tell why we select them in a changing world… The 

perspective (digital/cheap airlines) on a global world has changed history for ever. It will 

continue post-Covid. 

 

8.5 Appendix 5 – Interview Transcript 1, Moderna Museet 

 

JOHN PETER NILSSON - 5 MARCH 2021 

 

Justine Le Floch: I’ve been through the answers that you wrote down and I thought that some 

of them were very interesting. But also, your path at the Moderna Museet is very interesting as 

well, so maybe you could introduce yourself for what you’ve done at the Moderna Museet both 

in Stockholm and Malmö.  

 

John Peter Nilsson: Yes, for the moment I’m … before that I was the director of the Moderna 

Museet in Malmö, for four and a half years. And before that, I was a curator of the museum in 

Stockholm. But my basic background from 2004 is in journalism. (inaudible) 

 

JLF: Ok, so did you study art history or journalism? 

 

JPN: I studied art history, but I never finished my education, I started working at exhibitions 

for contemporary artists. So, I have no academic record, you know, I am working on a practical 

level. 
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JLF: Yes, and that sounds very interesting! So, I’m going to do a quick recap on what I am 

researching here. I thought it would be interesting to look at the impact of Covid on art museums 

in Europe and so I have selected different museums in Europe, of different sizers with different 

type of audiences, international, national and local. And I thought that the Moderna Museet 

would fit more into the national museum category. But then it seemed to be reaching a more of 

a local audience since, until 2020 you were not reaching many people from outside of 

Stockholm, or the South-East of Sweden at least - despite having an international collection of 

course.  

Do you maybe have any questions on my project, on this thesis before we jump into the 

questions? 

 

JPN: No, I don’t have any question, but… today, contemporary art or history art scenes… we 

are in a big change. You know when I studied art history in the late 70s, in the major book that 

we had on the art, there was only one female artist. So, when I was 19 years old, you know, 

was there any female artists? Of course not. So, what happened in the 80s, in the 90s, was a big 

change. So, we had to rewrite art history and then coming to the 2010s, 2020s, when the world 

has grown. I mean art history is not produced only in Paris, Berlin and New York; it’s produced 

like everywhere. 

 

JLF: Yes exactly, and it is also produced on a local level which is also important.  

 

JPN: I find (inaudible) really interesting period in how to find out what to collect and why. 

Painting thirty years ago was: “Ok we buy another Picasso, another Andy Warhol…”, you know. 

But this is not now. It is a very very interesting time for museums. 

 

JLF: Yes, and this is interesting because this is really what I could feel in your answers that you 

wrote down. I mean I didn’t really know what to expect in terms of answers, but I thought that 

your reflection on this was very interesting. So, if we take the questions that I sent you, and 

then the answers that you wrote down. You first said that you thought that the museums need 

to rethink about their images, who they are and their identities. But you also said that they were 

not appearing as essential to the society in the sense that they’re not like supermarkets or the 

gym or… So, do you think that they should remain on a secondary level in the life of the people 

or what would then be this role that must be rebuilt in society?  
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JPN: It’s a very good question. I think that we have to think about the audience, the visitors, 

the people who are coming to the museum, to understand those who are coming to us and seeing 

what we are proposing. This is the history, you know like… and where is the conclusion about 

what is the history of art. That’s up to us as a museum to make some kind of a statement or 

probably you know like a way of convince our audience that WE think that this is important for 

you. We are dealing with people; we’re not dealing with object. This is old school, having a 

Picasso and then you know… We are into the audience, the visitors. And what do we say when 

we put up a Picasso on the wall, you know… Why do we do that, and we need to have an 

answer to that. This is what is going on right now.  

 

JLF: So, what you mean when you say that the COVID crisis also had an impact as it was a 

“wakeup call” for the museums, a wake-up call in the sense that you should rethink your 

relationship towards the audience? Do you think that the museums were… how can I say, 

looking back on what they have been for many years…? 

 

JPN: Museums, for many years, have been temples on a hill, saying that you should learn this 

like you know… I don’t mind good authorian attitude, you know there are people that knows 

better than other people, this is how life functions. But this should not be putting down people 

that doesn’t know. And museums, since the mid-19th century, have been doing that. I think that, 

talking about France, museum (inaudible) in Paris were one of the first museums that really try 

to discuss this. And now we’re talking about the 80s, thirty years ago.  

 

JLF: Do you mean the Centre Pompidou?  

 

JPN: No, Musée d’Orsay. This museum tried to deal with it.  

 

JLF: Oh yes. I thought you were talking about the Centre Pompidou because they had this 

notion in the 70s, 80s, where they wanted to build this museum as they were thinking about a 

democratisation of art. They wanted to try to make culture more accessible for the people and 

it became political in the sense that they really wanted to build this museum as a political asset: 

“we’re going to include everyone” and in the end, the audience still remains a bit of the same. 

So, this is why I think that, maybe, through this pandemic, the fact that you have to move a lot 

online, only online actually, maybe will change their ways towards their audience and the way 
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they perceive it and the way they have to teach and attract those people rather than “here is the 

art that we have, just look at it” and, you know… 

 

JPN: You have a point, I agree with you, this is what’s happening, so it’s a very good point you 

know… But, then how to do it?  

 

JLF: Exactly.  

 

JPN: That is, you know, you also have to understand that museums are built upon collections. 

Collections are… I mean, what’s going on in the Louvre in Paris, you know… What is the 

Louvre collection about? It’s about France, it’s about, you know, showing that France has a 

point of view, is being the axis mundi, you know… In art history, museums has been used by… 

“politicians” is the wrong word - but used by people that are thinking about nationalism. I’m a 

very left-wing person, I’m very angry towards the way the (inaudible) identarian in France you 

know, like is using culture as a way of… you know… talking about nationalism, talking 

about… you know: “look at the art collection at the Moderna Museet, this is a Swedish 

collection, look at how good we are, our national museum”, or the Centre Pompidou. There is 

one book, if you are really interested in what’s going on, there is one very good book by…. I 

will look at the bookshelf… It’s “The Cultural Cold War”. 

 

JLF: Is it about the US, the CIA?  

 

JPN: Yes, imperialism. It shows how America influenced the European cultural world. And not 

only virtual art, but everything, writing, thinking… And it was a world paved by the CIA 

because they thought it was like… you know it won’t be physical war but a psychology war. 

SO cultural imperialism, that I never… (laugh). You know I was against when I was in your 

age but when I’m in my age now… you know, this is true.  

 

JLF: Yes that’s true, I mean I studied American civilization and big part of their soft power is 

through their culture and American soft power is - or was - very very strong onto Europe or the 

rest of the world.  

 

JPN: I think a little bit less now.  
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JLF: Exactly, especially with what has been left by Trump. But it used to be very strong.  

 

JPN: Yes it used to be very very strong.  

 

JLF: And I think that “cold war” is a very good term in the sense that its way more subtle how 

America has spread onto the rest of the world. So yeah, it’s very interesting in this sense. But 

then, do you think that museums should go from being collection-centered to exhibition-

centered? 

 

JPN: You know the idea of modern art museums that came from the MoMa in New York, is 

that you have a collection, and you show contemporary exhibitions reflecting the collection. So 

that was like a steady line, that is a linear way of thinking about history. I don’t think that there 

is that linear way of thinking about history. (inaudible) With the help of post-modernism we 

broke it up: there is no linear ways, there is fantastic artwork from surrealism in Egypt (laughs) 

you know, better than the half-baked surrealism from Paris. This is what happened over the last 

twenty years through globalism, you know there is a bad globalism that is, you know, 

economics and using people, whereas a (inaudible) globalism, that we see… there is no purity, 

everything is dirty (laughs) this is my point of view. (inaudible) You know all these British 

Caribbean thinkers; they were coming from a colonial situation to Britain, and they created a 

community in England. So, they were neither Caribbean, nor British, they were in between. 

And for me, my guideline in life (laugh), in everything, is that there is nothing authentic or non-

authentic. Everything is like a mix, it’s like the roads and non the roots, you know, you don’t 

come down to roots, R-O-O-T-S, but you come down to roads or routes, R-O-U-T-E-S. And 

that is unpure, so we have to live with the unpurity… I don’t know if it makes sense for you 

(laughs). 

 

JLF: No yeah I think I understand.  

 

JPN: I mean if you compare it with rap music or hip-hop music, if you take out like a bass or 

you take out (inaudible) from James Brown, how you mix it you know, it’s not pure, it’s 

completely mixed.  

 

JLF: Yes it’s fully blended. But if it was pure, it would not be as great at the same time.  
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JPN: I mean I don’t know if you’re interested in languages but, you know, everything is a 

quotation. If you go into language studies, you see that there is nothing really authentic, it’s all 

borrowed, all the expressions. There is no authenticity in language, it’s like… everything is 

mixed. For me, this is very important, and it goes down to what a museum is. Because the 

museums used to be pure, wanted to have a clear understanding: that this is a (inaudible) genius 

creating this and that. This has gone for… since twenty years. 

 

JLF: In which sense?  

 

JPN: It’s outspoken but…  

 

JLF: In which sense is it not pure anymore since twenty years? 

 

JPN: What changed is that (inaudible) Swedish meatballs were not Swedish. You know, they 

came from Turkey you know, kefta. When our king (inaudible), Charles XII managed to come 

to the Ottoman Empire, before coming back, the keftas, the Turkish meatballs, became the 

Swedish meatballs.  And yeah, I don’t know (laughs). 

 

JLF: Ok I see. So I’m trying to relate this to what you wrote, about the fact that museums have 

to “show their real colors” and that they have to be transparent in the art that they show, what 

they collect, but what do you mean? Do you mean that they should make bolder curating choices 

and then explaining those choices to the public in order to detach themselves from other 

museums, or… should they continue towards this blend, this mix?  

 

JPN: It’s an easy answer to that. You have to show why you’re collecting this… and you take 

one example, in Sweden we have a very difficult relationship with the Sami people, you know. 

And suddenly we realized, through our country… that we also have… ‘colonial’ is the wrong 

word, but we also have like a bad way of dealing with our original inhabitants. And this came 

up, I mean it is a bit thing: could we, as a museum, show this? You know, we are as a museum, 

we are doing this, to show our visitors that this part of the Swedish history is neglected. We’re 

becoming sort of an opinion maker, and this is where the museums are now, you know, we are 

not neutral, we are not… we propose something, a big change between museums before and 

museums today.  
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JLF: So… because I can relate to this issue that you’re talking about in terms of ethnicity 

maybe... appropriation, because it makes me think about France because, you know we 

colonized Algeria and then, when Algeria became independent, France did not recognize, for a 

very long time that they had colonized it and committed many crimes there. I think that recently 

the President of France made some public declaration in this regard and it is discussed that 

France should take their part of responsibility, but it remains a part of History that isn’t taught 

and which has never really been discussed before. So, I guess what you are trying to say is that 

museums should get involved in such issues which are more… like political, I mean it has 

politics in it, but mostly historical issues… that were denied. Do you think that it is the role of 

museums to get involved in that?  

 

JPN: This is what is happening now, it has started in the US, but it is happening.  

 

JLF: But in which way… To come back to the pandemic, do you think it has helped in any 

ways in this process of evolving for the museums? Or going online for example has it helped 

to reach out to new audience, which could help…  

 

JPN: I don’t think so. What’s happening is that many people are having more time to think 

about the role that they’re playing in the society and in that way, it’s like the pandemic has had 

some kind of input. But I think that the most input, about the museum role during covid, is that 

we thought that we were so important in the society, but what was the first that were shut down? 

Ut was museums, but they kept the shopping, the shops, the economic going, but not the culture. 

That is something that will have a long-term impact on society. We know that we have a self-

understanding that we thought that we were important. And then, reality showed that we are 

not. And I think that the effects of this will happen for a long time. We have to be more clear 

about what we want.  

 

JLF: Yeah that’s true. Also, because it doesn’t seem to make sense, for example in France the 

shopping malls were opened, and even more in Sweden as the masks are not mandatory, and 

the people get very close to each other. And then, the museums were very regulated in terms of 

hours, people have masks, I mean people are not touching each other in museums, and yet they 

didn’t want to open it. So, the question is really what is the place of culture in our society 

because we thought that the Louvre was so important, but now its empty.  
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JPN: (inaudible) Why did the Louvre close? Why is it totally fine to go to the Lafayette.  

 

JLF: Yes exactly, that is a big scandal cause people are more in contact in the Galeries 

Lafayettes than in the Louvre but they still want to keep the museums closed. Also, there is a 

problem in terms of economy because, I mean, the museums are losing a lot of money every 

day and the ones who are very big maybe they have a big capital to survive, but the smaller 

ones are really struggling. And the problem is that only a small proportion of the budget allowed 

for, you know, post-covid period, to try to inject money into the system, the cultural part, at 

least in France, is very small, so there is also the question of what is the place of culture? Which 

role do museums have? because they’re just encouraged to do things online but there is a limit 

to that. It’s not sustainable anyways.  

 

JPN: I think what you’re saying is very important.  

JLF: Yeah and at first I wanted to write more globally about the impact of Covid on culture, 

because you know, theaters, the music industry, everything is important, but I had to focus on 

something. But all of these fields and culture are just left behind.  

 

JPN: I think that the music and opera and theatres and cinemas suffer more than the museums. 

(inaudible) I mean, you don’t need to be a conspirator person, but culture is creating good 

thinking and apparently, the decision-makers are very afraid that Picasso will twist their head. 

This is still the real conspiratorial issue about the role of culture in the pandemic. It’s easier to 

go and have a Big Mac in McDonald’s then seeing something that you know, what is going on. 

I think that it is going to be an issue for a very long time, if the pandemic is going to (inaudible). 

The question is going to be why is it so difficult to see a genuine answer, you know you’re not 

allowed to see this artist, but you can go and buy a Chanel n°5. So… this is my sort of message 

to you, that there is a very interesting question here.  

 

JLF: Yes there so much more to dig in there.  

 

JPN: Yes and the real question is what are decision-makers afraid of? I mean they are not afraid 

of Lafayette, they’re very afraid of the Louvre. You know, if you come down to why is that? I 

don’t have an answer (laughs). 
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JLF: Sure, but to come back to a more digital part, which you told me was increased with the 

pandemic in the museum, do you think that, before the pandemic, had you plan to have a more 

digital presence?  

 

JPN: No, we thought about it, but it wasn’t on the agenda, now it is.  

 

JLF: Ok because I was looking for a museum in Stockholm which had activities online and a 

good presence on social media, and I thought that the Moderna Museet had very good activities 

for a diverse audience and this is why I chose it. And also on the social media many things are 

in Swedish of course, because I mean you can’t translate everything yet, especially if you just 

started activities and everything online, but it’s a good presence already. But do you think it 

can help reaching a more diverse audience in the sense of maybe younger people, I mean I think 

it can be hard to reach out to younger audience if they’re not pushed to look at cultural things 

or art.  

 

JPN: I mean I tried to answer that question and it’s difficult, I don’t know, or we don’t know. I 

mean, there is also a certain respect towards the artist, and the work of the art, we can’t do a 

TikTok about Van Gogh or whatever. So, it’s a mix between how the audience is changing and 

about this new audience’s expectations and about what we repeat what the artist is actually 

trying to say. I mean painting a painting is actually old school (laughs), but there should be a 

respect to that. So, we have to figure out what the respect is about, is it because of age or…. 

And that is the main… This is new for us.  

 

JLF: Yes and I mean I think there is also a risk that younger generations who really are a lot on 

screens and online, and personally I really like art, museums and everything, but I will not go 

on museums’ websites to look at a collection online, it’s not something I like, I prefer to go 

there and this is why now it’s difficult. But I think that yes there is the risk that you display 

something that the artist doesn’t want to show online, there is also the risk to put too much 

online, that people will not want to go anymore, I mean why moving physically when you have 

a lot of things displayed… 

 

JPN: I think that when you come to a museum you will think, “why is this thing hanged on the 

wall? what are they trying to say? which period is that? what is that?”. It’s up to us to give some 
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kind of a coherent answer to that. But when you see something on an Instagram story, it’s taking 

it out of its context. That’s the difference I think between social media and the museums today. 

 

JLF: Yes, exactly. Because, when you go to a museum, you’re taken through a path which is 

chosen by the museum. And the museum has made a choice for you to be out in relation with 

the art in a certain way, while when you’re on social media or a website you can just say “oh I 

don’t like this so I’m just gonna go to see this artist what he did”, and just in a click you go to 

another page, but you don’t have the global image and I think that this is the problem of… I 

mean there not this mediation role of museums online. It’s more like you’re trying to remain 

pedagogical in the sense that you’re still trying to bring art to people, but it’s really hard online 

to have something consistent and which makes sense as much as a physical exhibition. So yes, 

it can be a big challenge, and this is why it is not sustainable and you need to rethink their role 

globally. The problem is that museums now have to be online, in order to remain relevant, in 

our era, but at the same time this can’t be fully online, and this is why maybe they have to 

reopen soon…  

 

JPN: Yeah we want you to come to the museum, physically. But we don’t disregard the digital 

presence. That is one thing, and not just to get people to us, you know this is also supposed to 

be a thing which gives more understanding, but I honestly think that if you want to experience 

a painting, you have to go and see the painting.  

 

JLF: Yes, of course.  

 

JPN: It’s like you know the size, and everything and the abstract way of experience thinking. 

This is also good, but this sounds intellectual, you don’t get the emotions, the feelings… Also 

you have emotions involved, you go and see something. You go and see a concert, I wouldn’t 

see a concert from a computer screen, because you’re part of something else. So I don’t see any 

contradiction between the digital or the analog, it’s two different things.  

 

JLF: Yes, they have to try to be complementary. The online content should be complementary 

to the physical one, but you know it’s also a moment. You’re taking the time to go to the 

museum to see this, it’s part of an experience, which is different to just take five minutes on 

your computer.  
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JPN: And it’s a new thing for museums, they got to work on this, and the pandemic has taught 

us more about that, so this is how we can really use your thesis, the positive thing about the 

pandemic is that we learned how to deal with these two sides.  

 

JLF: Yeah it probably made it quicker for you to transition to a digital content. You just did it 

now instead of maybe two years from now. So, you have to go through this big change that you 

were talking about at the beginning, and at the same time you need to adapt to the new context 

and this can be really hard. But more globally, how do you think that museums are gonna come 

out after this pandemic, when everything will reopen? 

 

JPN: I really don’t know. I mean I hope that everybody will want to come. I think that, like you 

know I’m a big soccer fan and my usual theory is that when all the cable channels were 

streaming the football games would be streamed live it would mean that nobody would come 

to see the games live. But this isn’t true, the more games were streamed, the more people came 

to see them live. And I hope this will be the same thing with museums. I don’t know but I hope 

so (laughs). 

 

JLF: That’s a good analogy actually I hadn’t thought about it, but I think that first when things 

will reopen there will be you know a counter effect when people will… I mean here restaurants 

are still opened but not in France since end of October so it will be everybody going to the 

restaurant, to the museums and everywhere and after a couple months maybe things will slow 

down but I hope that people will actually go to the museums. But I hope that you’re right and 

that people will be like soccer fans (laughs) and go back physically there.  

 

JPN: I don’t have any better answer, this pandemic in our generations it’s like the Spanish flue 

after the first world war, it will be like a very happy period.  

 

JLF: The only problem now is with globalization, I mean we would have the coronavirus after 

the first world war there wouldn’t be a world pandemic, it’s so bad and taking so long because 

the world is so globalized, and everyone can go anywhere in the world very fast. So, 

globalization has helped you know, bringing change, positive change but it’s also bad in many 

aspects.  
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JPN: I’m very critical about the globalization from an economical point of view. But from a 

social and a cultural point of view, globalization is great. So, you have to weight each thing. 

You know if there is a vaccine that is going to function, we don’t know… Or there is a heard 

immunity, like in Sweden our point of view is, can we stop the pandemic through heard 

immunity and this is… with all big diseases you have a hearing community and then there is 

vaccine. But now I have to go to another meeting! Good luck with the thesis and don’t hesitate 

to email me.  

 

JLF: Thank you very much! 

 

 

 

 

 

 

8.6 Appendix 6 - Interview Transcript 2, Groninger Museum 

 

ANNETJE DE BOO – 18th MARCH 2021 

 

Justine Le Floch: So I just sent you the questions ahead in case you wanted to take a look at 

them cause I know that other museums have had me to have them in advance to take a look.  

 

Annetje de Boo: Yes, I’ve already written some notes. 

 

JLF: That’s great! Do you have any questions before we begin?  

 

ADB: No, not beforehand. I understand your questions and the scale of this investigation, I see 

where you’re going with your questions so, go ahead. 

 

JLF: Ok that’s great. So, I have seen that you are the coordinator of online communication of 

the Groninger Museum. Could you maybe introduce yourself a bit and tell me what have been 

your path and your missions at the museum? 
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ADB: Well, I’m almost living in the museum, but not now. I’ve been working for the museum 

for almost 26 years, I think I started when I studied art history in Groningen and then I started 

at the museum as a museum guide, giving tours, after that I became an educator, so I gave 

courses on art history. And sometimes they needed someone to do the website, so make sure to 

write information and it was a very small job but it expended of course throughout the years so 

since 2001 I’m responsible for the online content of the museum.  

 

JLF: Yeah I am just wondering, since when has the website of the museum been developed? 

When did it start?  

 

ADB: Well I started in 2001 and that was the second one, so before that there were two smaller 

websites.  

 

JLF: Oh ok that’s actually very early. So, you started almost at the beginning of the website 

right?  

 

ADB: Yes, so I started at the beginning of the second one and since then there has been four. 

And of course, at the start of social media, we started in 2009, 2010, with Facebook and right 

after that with Twitter and then it expended my work. So that’s mainly what I do now: 

communication online and digital projects, and before that there was mainly art history and 

more about the main content.  

 

JLF: Ok I see. And what would you say are the big missions in terms of online communication 

for the museum since it’s closed and what are your missions in that? I think you got quite big 

projects like « The Rolling Stones Unzipped » for example… 

 

ADB: For my work you mean? or for digital?  

 

JLF: For digital, since I guess it’s a big part right now. 

 

ADB: Yes, it is, I’ve never been as busy as last year. That was a lot of work, and of course 

because there was no other options for the museum to bring content or a programme but online. 

There were a lot of requests from my colleagues. But right away, we had to close on Tuesday, 

12th March and on Friday March 13, we had an online programme ready. Because we wanted 
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to be ready right away, in the forefront. Because when yay star early you can generate the most 

interest and we wanted to have something to do, something entertaining, something… creative, 

an outlet for people because of Covid, because it was a very stressful situation in March last 

year and we wanted to have sort of an outlet for people, so we created the online, home 

assignments. « Quarantertainment » we called it, for quarantine and entertainment combined as 

one word, and every week we had a new assignment and it was very popular. So that’s 

something we did right from the first day of lockdown.  

 

JLF: Did you have any sort of policy for online content prior to Covid? Or did you have some 

basis? 

 

ADB: Yes, so it was mainly marketing, it was mainly communicating about the exhibitions and 

we had social media for engagement as well, but we didn’t have as much of a goal in 

engagement at that point as we engaged in the museum. So that was also the goal of these 

assignments and we did that without any money. We did that, working together more in the 

museum, so I think this is one of the best outcome of Covid that we started to work more 

together as a communication and an education department to bring a fantastic programme to 

our Groninger fans. And then of course we had the Rolling Stones exhibition in November, but 

that’s another story. 

 

JLF: Yes! But what about the goals of the museum’s website, before it was more to display the 

physical exhibitions you had, but nothing educative or interactive?  

 

ADB: Well we had… some exhibitions… 

 

JLF: Some online collection maybe? 

 

ADB: Yes, of course and we had some of the exhibition in panoramic photographs, 360° 

environment, we already had them. But they were free and were mainly for people who couldn’t 

come to the museum or to use for educational programs, or for after your museum visits, you 

could see some things again, that you had seen in real life. Of course, we presented our 

educational program, our events and exhibitions but it was more for a commercial purpose. You 

present it so that it’s there, but it wasn’t really aimed at engaging at that point and it became 

more of a goal in the past year and I think its wonderful.  
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JLF: Yes, definitely. And did that really increased the number of online visits or did you already 

had a certain number of visitors online before Covid?  

 

ADB: Well, I don’t think its a number of online visitors, because dripped a bit in the amount, 

but the interest shifted to those other programs, the online programs you could do at home, the 

assignments and the online exhibitions, the 360° tours. There was also a lot of interest in the 

Rolling Stones so I think that makes the story quite irregular, cause the Stones made everything 

irregular in the stable view of the website. When we almost opened there was a large pic of 

interest in the website numbers, so I don’t think… It changes the image of the Covid period.  

 

JLF: Yes, definitely. just to be clear how many times did you close?  

 

ADB: Yes, this is the third lockdown. We had a lockdown from 13 March to June 1st, then I 

think it was 4-19 November, a few weeks, and after that from 14th December to now. That’s 

the third. and all in all, it was 242 days. 

 

JLF: That’s a lot… But did you notice anything regarding the audience, about the reopening in 

summer? Did you notice any trend? 

 

ADB: Yes, well of course we had to bring time slots in the story, when we started the ticket 

sale, it was different than before. So we had to use time slots of 50min, 20 persons per 50 

minutes, so it was totally different, coming into the museum, people didn’t almost see other 

people in the museum. So it was good because people were a bit anxious to go to the museum, 

because they wanted to but… corona. So… But it worked very well but we couldn’t have as 

many visitors as we would’ve liked cause there was a lot of attention to museums’ visits. We 

received a lot of emails of people who wanted to go but couldn’t get a times lot for instance 

during the Rollin Stones exhibition. During the summer month we had time slots as well and 

we had a certain route to go through the museum, there was a certain flow through the museum 

to make sure you wouldn’t cross path with other visitors. So, that was different in visiting the 

museum and you had to buy your ticket beforehand online so that was very different for many 

people, we had to explain online all the ins and outs of buying online tickets and a lot of people 

didn’t know what time slots were, so, because of the older public we have. But I think its a story 

you know from other museums, a there are a lot of questions and answers on our website.  
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JLF: Yes and I think that the Groninger Museum is very good in terms of online communication, 

I mean compared to, for example here in Stockholm the Moderna Museet, they didn’t have 

anything online before and many things aren’t translated in English while for the Groninger 

Museum, many things which are translated so I think that, objectively, its very clear when you 

come to the website. 

 

ADB: Oh right that’s so good to hear!  

 

JLF: Yes I really like it! And i think that you might be a smaller museum in size, but actually 

in terms of people you can reach, even now online since you have exhibitions and everything, 

its even a bit bigger, since for example international students, if we want to visit, we can actually 

can have access to English content.  

 

ADB: yes and we actually have a German fan base so we have three languages and we are very 

close to the German border, so it’s the reason why we have three languages online. And I think 

that if you wanna compare us to a larger museum, we might not have the funds to do everything, 

but we have a small but [inaudible] team to make changes and to make changes very quickly. 

So, I think that’s one fo the positives in the scale of our museum, that you can switch and make 

a quick decision to change so that helps and… one of our main goals is our visitors, to reach 

them, to inform them… When you see the Groninger museum in the Netherlands, we are in the 

North and we are two hours away from Amsterdam, Rotterdam, Utrecht, which are the 

museums… the cities with the most people of course, so if we want to attract them to the North 

to our museum, we have to shout very loud. So that’s one of the reasons why our online 

communication is always well… very open.  

 

JLF: So you would say that you have a national audience coming to the museum?  

 

ADB: Yes. But it changed a bit more of course, because of Corona, to regional, but when we’re 

opened, we’re opened nationally, so maybe not visitors from Germany right now, but when 

we’re opened its for the Netherlands and I think its one of the reason why the museums are still 

not opened right now, because of all the traffic to the museums. So, it might be that in the 

museum the situation is very safe, but the government of course doesn’t want to have people 
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travelling to and from the museum. This is one of the reasons why Corona spreads of course, 

so this is… for us very inconvenient because we have everything very very safe but well… 

 

JLF: And do you think that the fact that the governments keep the museums closed when they 

seem to be very safe as you said… does it change the place of museums in society in terms of… 

maybe you thought you were a cultural institution opened to everyone, but one maybe shops 

are opened but museums are closed… I mean what do you think about that?  

 

ADB: So… Yeah well for me its… for me personally it gets more and more evident that 

museums bring something for the well-being of people. Because, you don’t need to be fed only 

by your food but also by culture and arts and actually when you are in a stressful situation it 

can help you as an outlet or for feelings or topics for discussion otherwise than your personal 

problems. So, I think its very hard for people who really really need culture and arts, so they 

don’t have access to it. So this is why we try, via digital, to bring something… Maybe not the 

real art in itself, but something that can help you as well as to get that need of satisfaction by 

art or by creativeness or.. If you know what I mean… 

 

JLF: Yes, what you say really makes sense to me. 

 

ADB: Yeah, you need that to be for your well-being.  

 

JLF: Yes exactly. But otherwise, you said that maybe you had a lower budget, or that you started 

to implement online things without a budget, so did you have any challenges to develop your 

online platform, like the budget or time for delivering or… the type of users as you said, 

younger or older people.  

 

ADB: Well, we already had a very stable online program in a combination of web and social 

media content, but, like I said it was an only channel to reach put audience, so there was a big 

interest from colleagues and there was a great pressure on our team, we had a small team, it 

was me and an intern so… that was kind of hard, that was a challenge because we had to stretch 

for time. And we started out with a low budget or no budget because we didn’t know what was 

going to happen during Corona so we didn’t want to… We wanted to make something 

interesting and sustainable but no pressure on the organisation because of big budget, so this 

was one of the reasons. But, during one of the last lockdowns, so in January-February, our 
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management wanted to bring the Unzipped, the Rolling Stones Unzipped exhibition, and then 

there was a bit more budget to spend because of that, but still very small scale. So, when there 

was interest, during the organisation there was more budget, this is what I wanted to say. And… 

Yeah, mostly time. Time was one fo the thing that our team was stretched for. But when we 

wanted to develop something new, there was always interest and there was always positive 

response to that, so it wasn’t a challenge at all. 

 

JLF: That’s great, that at least you have a great community and people following the museum’s 

activities even though its closed and following online.  

 

ADB: Yes. Yes, in the first lockdown mainly there was a lot fo interest and the home 

assignments were very very popular, we always made the assignments always quite easy to do, 

with material you have in your home, something that would appeal to younger as well as older 

people. So, we had a little incentive if you participate, you can win something, its a little goody 

bag with something and you can do it with children price or adult price and there was a lot of 

interest for it. And there was even one old lady that did all of them, all of the assignments and 

she put it all over her Facebook and it was also easy to contact us, through emailing or calling, 

so there was a really different contact, and she wasn’t from Groningen, but somewhere in a 

neighbourhood neat Utrecht, so there was a new fan… It created a new fan base I think and we 

had a lot of contact from home… parents at h one who wanted to do something creative and 

also educators from primary schools. But those people… educators were also a target group we 

already had, but the parents at home were of course a totally new group of people we attracted 

with our online content.  

 

JLF: Ok so you reached a broader audience you think, in terms of geographically, all over the 

Netherlands, but also in terms of age since you had children’s parents, older people.  

 

ADB: Exactly, those creative assignments were mainly Netherlands and if you talk about the 

Rolling Stones content it was more internationally of course.  

 

JLF: Ok so really a great impact in terms of audience reach.  

 

ADB: Yes.  
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JLF: Ok. And regarding social media, did you increase or start anything. I mean, I think you 

were already on social media before, but did you increase your presence?  

 

ADB: Yes, all numbers on social media increased because of the home assignments and because 

of everyone wanting to know when are there tickets available for the Rolling Stones Unzipped 

exhibition. So, we mainly [inaudible] them to the newsletter, so Email marketing and we had 

an increase I think of 25-30% of our newsletter reader during those times so that was a very 

high peak so I don’t know if they will stay because there was a great interest because of the 

Rolling Stones, so we will see.  

 

JLF: So, it was a tool for advertising your activity, but also to engage with your audience, for 

example if they posted on Facebook their assignments.  

 

ADB: Yes, correct.  

 

JLF: Ok, let’s see. How would you… Could you in any ways compare the online visitors and 

the physical visitors. Like, do you think that since you reached out to more people, do you think 

that your base in Groningen is still very engage or maybe a bit less? Did you notice any shift 

between physical and online visitors?  

 

ADB: I’m not sure… I’m not sure, because of a few things… We have a very fragmented group 

of visitors. Very different target groups because we have very different exhibitions. So, if we 

have the David Bowie exhibition, all David Bowie fans but if we have Romanticism in the 

North, it’s all painting fans, so it’s very varied. So, it’s hard to tell if… what the difference 

exactly is. I saw mire interest in the activity because it was the only program we had at that 

point, so I think that it is a group of people who are interested in those things, in making. So I 

think we had more makers engaging digitally to the Groninger museum than before. I think 

that’s something that can be for sure. But, you cannot measure all those things anymore through 

limited personal privacy rules in the Netherlands. So, you didn’t now if people are from 

Groningen or the North sometimes, so its not… well we don’t have the data anymore that bring 

us the information as lets say two or three years ago when we unlimited access to all kinds of 

data, but now its harder for us to tell.. But we aim more to our region, because the Groninger 

Museum was not exactly a regional museum, our largest group of visitors was from the West 

of the Netherlands, so Amsterdam, Rotterdam, the largest cities to come and visit the Groninger 
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Museum. We are really a spot in the Netherlands for a weekend out, like in the South, so you 

go for a weekend to the Groninger… to Groningen and then you visit the Groninger Museum. 

But we have to put our emphasis to our regional visitors right now because we cannot do 

something else. So, I think that an outcome of Covid that museums look more too their direct 

environment, and their own city and their own province in the near future, because they have 

to.  

 

JLF: Hm, but what would you say are the main limits of your online practice, I mean in the 

relationship with your audience?  

 

ADB: Well, the limitation is, when you… People want to visit museums, that’s it. So, that’s 

going to be a limitation for digital, always. But, we can, on the other hand, bring any other kind 

of content than our exhibitions, to visitors from all over the world. So that’s not a limitation but 

it broadens our audience. 

 

JLF: So, would you say that online and physical activities complete each other rather?  

 

ADB: Hm I don’t know if they comet each other, I think its two different tracks and you have 

to have management to invest in both tracks. And I think that we have now a lot of interest to 

communicate digitally, but I am interested to see if our learnings from Covid will maintain… 

Bringing both tracks, real life and digital at the same time as a combined thing. I mean I hope 

so because you can reach out to targets all over the world. And you, well.. its my occupation so 

I really want to bring those two tracks, mainly for the engagement. You have a deeper level of 

engagement.  

 

JLF: Definitely. But would you say that this changed the museum’s status? Or, like in the fact 

that you increased your online activities and offering, and the impact it had o the audience.  

 

ADB: Yes, I hope so, I think its more opened. I truly hope that people feel they can contact the 

museum or be engaged with the museum more than before, because of the assignments but also 

because they reached out to us drug our lockdowns and not only because of our programming 

but because they wanted to be in the museum. We had a lot of emails of people saying, « we 

miss it, we want to be there! ». And a lot of people who just said « we want to buy tickets for 

the Rolling Stones exhibition! », [laugh] so like we knew more than our government for 



Justine LE FLOCH     How to make Museums fit for crisis? The Response 

            of European Museums to COVID-19 Global Pandemic 

 87 

 

example, to open museums, so.. I truly hope that we are more transparent because of our online 

communication during lockdown, but I’m not sure, I hope so.  

 

JLF: Ok, just a few questions on the museum’s organisation cause earlier you talked about the 

fact that you had a small team, because in online communication it was you and an intern, so 

there were not more people hired during this period? Did you change your tasks in any way or 

did you just have more work?  

 

ADB: Well both [laughs]. No, we couldn’t hire more people, unfortunately. But we had another 

type of co-working in the museum with our team of educational program. So, the 360 Rolling 

Stones exhibition for example is made by our teammates for education. So, they developed 

mainly the online content and our team of communication made it accessible through a pay 

wall? So this was nice collaboration. There was outside the museum many people without 

anything to do and wanting to do something so our two teams, education communication had a 

lot of work? That was mainly during the first and second lockdown that it shifted a bit. At first 

it was all our work, so we couldn’t hire anyone else, but we got help, our team and that was 

very nice.  

 

JLF: Ok great! And now for after Covid, what do you think will change for the museum when 

everything will be allowed to reopen, apart form the fact that finally, the audience who wants 

to be here will come back, but what will be the impact globally on museums? 

 

ADB: On our museum… well a lot of visitors want to come so I don’t think it will be a problem 

to attract visitors, they will come. But I think that the way hey come to the museum will be 

different. We are near the station and a lot fo visitors came by train, I’m not sure ion they will 

come by train or maybe use the car. They have to buy an online ticket, so that will be a main 

change I think; They will be a colleague at the cashier’s desk of course but we are targeting on 

buying your ticket online so that will be different. And we still have a different route in the 

museum, we also had a whole new staircase built to make sure that visitors will not cross each 

other. I’m not sure if it satays or it will go. So that are things that will stay different and like I 

said, I hope there will be another flow of digital programming in the near future. So there will 

be a combination of both real life and digital programming.  

 



Justine LE FLOCH     How to make Museums fit for crisis? The Response 

            of European Museums to COVID-19 Global Pandemic 

 88 

 

JLF: This digital programming, do you think its the main impact of the offer? Whats the main 

impact? Is it that you want to keep this digital programming and engage with both online and 

physical visitors?  

 

ADB: Yes that is what I want and I think that there is a big interest in the museum and in the 

management to do so as well but I’m not sure if its going to stay or the old ways will be our 

main goals. But I truly want to have both tracks, an online and a real-life museum track in 

programming. So, I’m working to make a plan for maintaining the situation, but it will be 

difficult because of all these closing times, our budget has stretched and there isn’t any money 

left (laughs) for instance, so… 

 

JLF: Yeah online tools cost quite a lot to keep it, to maintain it, right?  

 

ADB: Yes, and it brings not a lot of money in. We had the Rolling Stones Unzipped exhibition 

online, maybe you’ve seen it, we have a lot of fantastic feedback everybody loves it, there is a 

lot of content, everybody is extremely enthusiastic but there is… It’s the first time we ask the 

visitors to buy the ticket for an online exhibition, so that’s not something people are used to in 

the Groningen Museum, to pay for an online content, so that’s an experiment.  

 

JLF: Do you think you will be able to keep it after the pandemic? To ask for paying for online 

exhibitions or…? 

 

ADB: Hm no, not for online exhibition, I wouldn’t do that. Not because I didn’t like the product 

or I didn’t like the way it engaged with people or the way out brings money, but it didn’t make 

money enough. And nothing beats the real thing, so an online exhibition is not something I 

would bring back, paid for instance. If you want to bring it, bring it free, for everyone to see, 

but not paid, so it doesn’t bring any money in… So I would maybe bring my attention to online 

events, so maybe more programming in the sense of lectures, of creative programmes, of how 

to make certain things, of or specialists’ topics, where you can… for niche groups who are 

really interested in something and make them (inaudible) to the public so maybe Zoom, or those 

kind of livestreams techniques. So, I think that’s more something that could bring a bit of money 

in, but that wouldn’t bring much. So that’s going to be something to limit my action in bringing 

an online programme.  
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JLF: Yes, cause there is the money part, but I guess the main goal of the museum is to have… 

yeah nothing can replace the physical experience of going to the museum.  

 

ADB: Yes, it’s really truly what you say, its an experience, and an online experience is totally 

different. But you can, like now, you cannot do anything else, so people settle for this, or people 

do an online experience because they do not have anything else to do right now. So maybe 

that’s why its working right now, but I’m not sure its going to work in the future. But what I 

really like is the engagement for smaller groups, and not target for everyone, and we do that 

with our main museum programme, so that would be interesting for digital I think, smaller 

targets.  

 

JLF: A more global note or question would be what will be the biggest challenge for the 

Groninger Museum, I guess it would be that articulation of online and physical, but what would 

you say is the biggest challenge for the next year after Covid?  

 

ADB: Hm, I dont know, I think Covid will stay either a few years longer before we can live a 

bit more easily, and without limitations in visiting places. So I think we will… We have to 

regulate our visitors’ streams still and we have to change our exhibitions still. If we’re able to 

open our doors again and we try to bring an exhibition for children, which we are going to do 

this summer, and especially made for and made by children, its very about interaction, feeling, 

touching… So we have to change our exhibitions as well because you can’t touch everything, 

or you have to clean everything all the time, so this is a very practical difference in bringing 

your exhibitions. We had, a few years ago by (inaudible), he’s a designer which focuses on the 

environment, but he takes the visitors in a sort of interaction int eh exhibition. This exhibition 

will not be able to… This form of exhibition will not be possible, in the future we cannot make 

an exhibition like that, its too difficult to maintain Covid regulations, to follow those Covid 

rules our organisation changed, so after that I don’t know, I truly hope that there will be an 

emphasis on digital for the reach of people who cannot go tot he museum. So, that’s something 

we learned, that there are a lot of people who cannot go to the museum and want to and after 

Covid there are still people who want to come to the museum and cannot do so, they are in 

hospital or they are not able for some other reason, so this is a learning we take our of that still, 

that we still need programming for those people. Yeah, so that’s the only prediction I can make 

(laughs).  
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JLF: Yes, you’re right, we don’t know first of all for how long it will last, and then its just a bit 

hard to predict how you feel about that. But I don’t have any other questions, so maybe if you 

have any numbers of visitors reached by your online assignments for instance.  

 

ADB: Yes, I’ll have a look! 

 

 

 

 

 

 

8.7 Appendix 7 – List of open-ended questions: answers Pinacoteca di 

Brera 

BEFORE COVID  

 

▪ Has the Pinacoteca di Brera already implemented a policy for developing more online 

content and activities prior to 2020?  

If so which type of activities and since when? 

 

A section dedicated to online collections, with the possibility of searching for individual 

paintings accompanied by detailed cards, has existed since the launch of the new official 

website, pinacotecabrera.org, which took place in March 2016. 

 

▪ Had you noticed any increase in the online visits of the museum prior to the COVID crisis 

of 2020?  

If so when did you start noticing any trend? 

 

Starting from 2017, as documented in the corresponding Annual Report, we have begun to 

observe the trends of online visits. The Pinacoteca website then had an average of 1,500 active 

users per day. The strategy adopted was to expand the use of the platform to create digital 

insights or "stories". At the same time, we noticed the significant growth of social networks: 
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the number of likes on Facebook went from 19,000 to 27,000 with an increase of 42% compared 

to 2015. Even Instagram, opened in March 2017, also thanks to visitor engagement initiatives, 

reached 6,000 subscribers at the end of the year. 

 

DURING COVID  

 

▪ How many lockdowns has the Pinacoteca di Brera undergone? When did your first 

lockdown start? For how long has the museums been closed in total? 

 

The first lockdown occurred in March 2020 and the museum was closed until reopening on 9th 

of June. The second closure began in November and ended with the reopening on 9th of 

February. The third lockdown dates from February 27th. 

In 2020 the museum was therefore closed for a total of 5 months. 

Impact on Audience  

 

▪ Did you increase or start your social media activity with COVID 19? 

 

From March 2020, the health emergency forced us to imagine a different museum which, being 

closed, could still enter homes. Therefore, in-depth videos have been made (on the works and 

museum life) and published on our official website and social channels collected in the section 

"Notes for a cultural resistance". In October 2020 there was the launch of BreraPLus +: 

meetings, lessons, "live" and streaming concerts, a new platform designed for those wishing to 

continue - virtually - the visit to the museum and for those wishing to get in touch with our 

reality, not only as a spectator but also as a participating "partner". Recently (November 2020) 

there was the launch of a new series of in-depth videos and focus on different themes entitled 

"Brera On Air" available on the official website and on social channels (Instagram and 

Facebook). The publications have been grouped as Research / Collections / Restoration / 

Behind the scenes. 

 

▪ Did you increase your digital capacities as a result of COVID 19? 

If so, which strategies did you initiate? 

 

The museum's diversified offer has obviously improved the digital capacities of various 

operators. The winning key was the organisation of teamwork which favored the exchange of 
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knowledge and participation in the objectives. The support of external professionals was 

important for both the creation of platforms and graphics. 

 

▪ Did the digitalization of your activity due to the COVID crisis helped you reaching a more 

diverse online audience? 

 

As expected, the participation on social networking sites and website was significant and 

ensured a continuity of relationship with the museum and its activities, and beyond, reaching 

an increasingly diverse audience not only of individual users but also of associations, 

institutions, work and enthusiasts groups. The catchment area has increased, showing a greater 

presence of young people and women. 

 

▪ Do you think that the digitalization of your content helped you broadening your audience 

in that it made its content more accessible? 

 

The pandemic has also been an opportunity to add content, to go in depth, and above all to show 

for the first time the backstage of a museum, also made up of activities that are closed to the 

eyes of the people, because they are too delicate as the process that accompanies the departure 

(and return) of the paintings or the work of the restorers who take care of the collection. The 

virtual square, beyond the visit in person, makes possible what is usually an impossible 

experience, it brings near what is far away, lighting up what is hidden. 

 

▪ Would you say that those new online activities have changed the museums status in general, 

for example that your website become more of an ‘educational platform’? 

 

A museum is much more than its collection. A museum is also what it does with its collection. 

It is thought put into circulation, a sense of community to be shared, hope and beauty to be 

spread in the air. Yes, more than an “educational platform”, it has a social value. 

 

▪ Have you set up a framework of digital measurement to track the number of online 

visitors and their activities? 

If so, from how much have online visits increased?  

If so, what are the most popular digital tools you have set up for your audiences (social 

media, video, virtual tour)? 
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Unfortunately, we are not yet able to transmit visitor’s data about our website and 

BreraPlus + platform in 2020. As for the social channels, in 2020 we recorded a 25% 

increase in views on facebook and 40% on Instagram. Obviously, the digital 

transformation of the museum has led to an increase and diversification of our online 

offer which has been enriched with videos, virtual tours and unpublished news. 

 

▪ What is the main limit of such online practice for the museum and its audience and onto 

their relationship with one another?  

 

The physical and emotional visit in presence has an irreplaceable value, the basis of a good 

relationship among human beings as well as the direct contact with the artwork and its context. 

The online production has an additional value, which cannot replace the visit in presence. 

  

Impact on museum’s organisation  

 

▪ Was more staff hired in order to face the augmentation of online activities or did you change 

the tasks of existing staff? 

 

Both of them. 

 

▪ How has COVID 19 impacted the organisation of the museum’s tasks in order to face the 

increasing digital demands? 

 

We were already quite equipped. However, each was asked to bring in skills that he had not 

been able to express before. 

 

 

 

AFTER COVID  

 

▪ What do you think will remain or will have changed by the time art museums are all allowed 

to reopen? / Which impact do you think there will be on your museum and its audience at 

the reopening of your premises?  



Justine LE FLOCH     How to make Museums fit for crisis? The Response 

            of European Museums to COVID-19 Global Pandemic 

 94 

 

 

Re-opening, closing and re-opening have already been tested. The digital offer is not an 

alternative to the physical museum but expands it, integrates it. In fact, now the museum is as 

if it were always open, since, even when it is not physically open, there is always the possibility 

of accessing the virtual museum. 

 

▪ In which way will have this pandemic impacted the digital offer of the Pinacoteca di Brera?  

 

Improving it. 

 

▪ What are the limits of those practices for the Pinacoteca di Brera and for art museums in 

general? 

 

No limits if it is assumed that the online does not replace the visit in person. 

 

▪ What will be the biggest challenge for the Pinacoteca di Brera in the coming years? 

 

Continue along this road, giving the virtual museum the same importance as the face-to-face 

visit. 
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