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Objects or inspiration: should museums focus on marketing the collection or the experience?
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Here’s how two local museums in the UK introduce themselves to potential visitors:

“Grantham Museum interprets the archaeology and history of this market town and includes Sir Isaac Newton, the Dambusters and Margaret Thatcher.”

“A ‘hands on’ museum for all the family.  Full of fun activities for kids, fascinating facts for adults and, for the not so young, a chance to share some cherished memories!  Come and discover Rochdale’s past and, perhaps, shape its future”

One focuses on the collection and the other on the experiences visitors can expect. 
The reason that someone goes to a museum or art gallery is to experience the art on the wall or the artifacts in the display case – without the objects, there would be no experience.  But usually visitors don’t talk about those things when they describe why they enjoyed the exhibition.  They say things like this:
"It's relaxing ... it's a time to yourself ... you get away from all the hassles"

"You go into the Mappin with all you worries ... and you see something that jolts you ... it pulls a switch and your head is on a different plane ... The outside world channels you ... it forces you to think and do things, and you get rooted that way.  But an art gallery can show you the other side ... the alternative potential within yourself"

"You come out and you feel completely different.  It's very liberating.  Your mind is on a different plane ... yes I think 'spiritual elevation' is a good term"

"I'm very interested in how things are produced, the technical side, techniques ... it's the mystery of how they are constructed or how they are made which interests me most"

"I've no idea what I get out of it ... something warm inside ... I can't explain ... it's a sense of recognition, of accord ... for example, I find Francis Bacon disturbing, but that's what's great about him ... the reaction inside you ... so it's something that might make me happy or sad.  It's something that affects my emotions"

The underlying theme which seemed to link most respondents in this research is recreating themselves or restoring and enriching their inner selves.  Their experiences in galleries are very private and personal.  They are not passive consumers – the most important factor is not the art itself but their interaction with it.

So the experience that visitors are choosing is complicated: it is social or emotional or spiritual or improving or horizon-expanding.

Museums, however, tend to talk about things like this:
“A retrospective giving an insight into Carol Rama’s work from 1933 to 2003.  This exhibition is a fascinating documentary of how the Italian artist took inspiration from social and artistic movements throughout her 70 year long career.”

Everything at the Science Museum in London is focused on the experience of parents and kids – from the greeter at the door (who’s also there because it’s difficult to open doors with a buggy in one hand and a five year old in the other), to the lock-up crates that give school groups somewhere secure to leave their belongings, to the picnic area that means parents and school groups can bring picnics rather than have to buy food from the café, to the child height buttons and display cases.
But there’s more to it than that.  The language the museum uses is all about ‘you’ and ‘our’, addressing people directly.  The content responds directly to visitors’ needs on posters and the website, in printed material and on signs:
“Hey! What are we doing about my future? All our futures depend on finding new sources of energy that don’t cost the earth.  Come and be inspired by Energy, our interactive gallery on the second floor.  It’s challenging, it’s exciting and it’s free.”
“Book now for a fright-filled 3D adventure”
“This way to the Museum store, bookshop, way out.  You’re right by the loos.”

The core product is a collection of cars, planes, industrial and medical technology and more.  But what the Science Museum is offers the visitor is: ‘glimpse the future’, ‘find out’, ‘explore’, ‘get up-to-date’, ‘understand’.

The Women’s Library does the same kind of thing.  Its core product is over 60,000 books and periodicals, 400 archival collections and 5,000 museum objects.  What the organisation talks about is the experience that each target group will be most interested in.  If we look at their exhibition on women in the 1980s, we can see this clearly:

Events for academics and students have specialist titles using technical terms that academics will recognise like “Black Feminism in the 1980s”.  For these events, they’ve given the academic credentials of the speakers and offer “discussion” but because this is aimed at a specialist audience, they give the facts about the content rather than describing the experience.

They have events for ordinary people who are interested in politics and identify questions that these people will recognise and feel strongly about like “Margaret Thatcher: feminist icon?”  This is a title guaranteed to get people worked up.  The copy for these events invites people to “an evening of heated debate” with a well-known journalist as well as specialists on the topic.

They also offer events for ordinary people who are interested in finding out about their family history – a really popular thing to do in the UK at the moment.  They give these events titles that reflect these people’s main concern like “Was your granny a suffragette?” and invite them to “become a history detective for the afternoon”.
Like the Science Museum, The Women’s Library uses active language that describes the experience and shows an understanding of visitors’ needs and motivations.  The copy asks questions, engaging the reader by asking them to think about the issue and provide their own answers, in effect initiating the debate: “What was it like to be Britain’s first female prime minister?  What legacy did Margaret Thatcher create for women and the women’s movement? Was Thatcher’s election a reflection of women’s changing social roles, or a political one-off?”  As I discussed in my previous article, this kind of approach enables both organisations to develop significant numbers of new visitors.  
Contrast these approaches with the National Maritime Museum, London, housed in a beautiful, historic building by the River Thames.
Their mission statement is:

“…to illustrate for everyone the importance of the sea, ships, time and the stars, and their relationship with people”
Whereas the Science Museum’s mission is:
“We engage people in a dialogue to create meanings from the past, present and future of human ingenuity”

There’s a big difference between “illustrate” and “engage”.

The National Maritime Museum talks about paintings, objects, treasures in a way that portrays the visitor as passive with the galleries doing the work - “this gallery looks at…”, “it is a great starting point for visitors” – occasionally the museum addresses the visitor inviting them to “find out”.
The National Maritime Museum’s Education Department produces separate leaflets with information about activities for families, adults and schools.  Apart from these, the Museum’s marketing is completely undifferentiated.  Everything is offered to everyone using exactly the same tone of voice with the Museum always in the role of ‘expert’.
Neither of these two kinds of approach is necessarily more appropriate or inappropriate than the other.  It entirely depends on the objectives of the organisation.  This means that the decision which to adopt is a complex one and must be made through a debate that involves the whole organisation.
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