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Abstract

Sharing Your Stories:
A Collection of Experiences on Art Museum Websites

Emily Kelly Cayton, M.A.
The University of Texas at Austin, 2012

Supervisor: Melinda M. Mayer

With technology’s prevalence and the Internet’s evolution from a didactic
presentation of information to an interactive venue for participation, assumed
relationships of authority and trust for a variety of institutions, especially museums, is
being challenged. As a self-labeled trustworthy source of resources and information
(MacArthur 2007), the expansion of opportunities for visitors to contribute and
participate online may make some cultural institutions of nervous. In a quickly changing
online environment, what voices should be heard and who should be trusted?
This qualitative narrative study focuses on how visitors to art museum websites
describe their experiences to these sites. I collected stories from online users in order to
gain a more rich and full understanding of the journey of online exploration. The addition
of multiple voices and personal accounts compliments previous evaluations of museum
websites, some of which primarily focused on numerical and statistical data while others
blended the two types of results (Bowen, 1999; Chadwick & Boverie, 1999; Garzotto et
al., 1998; Harms & Schweibenz, 2001; Haynes & Zambonini, 2007; Johnson, 2009;
vi

Kravchyna & Hastings, 2002; Marty & Twidale, 2004; Ockuly, 2003; Peacock &
Brownbill, 2007; Streten, 2000; Sumption, 2006). I wanted to gain a more personal
account, one told by the various users of websites in order to learn more about the
process rather than the outcome (Webster & Mertova, 2007). Even with multiple voices,
similar experiences emerged with varied stories connecting and supporting one another.
These shared stories detailed users’ clear expectations and goals when visiting a
museum’s website along with the emotions felt during the experience.
From the various stories told, themes emerged identifying the study’s key
findings, which led to recommendations for developing user-centered museum websites.
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Chapter 1: Introduction
Technology is changing everything and it has a permanent place in our future.
Our daily lives, from social interactions to business transactions, involve various
technologies. Most relevant to this study are the expansive communication opportunities
afforded through emerging technologies, specifically the Internet and its evolution.
Although the Internet has been around for more than a decade, the past few years have
provided exciting new developments in how users are able to experience it, and most
importantly contribute to the online world. With a point of access and a minute amount of
technical knowledge, an online user is able to have a voice and the power to publish an
opinion through websites that successfully incorporate participatory technologies,
“making anyone with an Internet connection a participant and potential resource” (Berger
& Trexler, 2010, p. 3). These online venues for participation are extremely prevalent,
with numerous websites providing the chance to submit a comment or continue a
discussion (Vogel, 2011). From what virtual visitors write in digital comment boxes,
there is much to be learned.
Gaining access to the opinions of visitors has been a challenge and a goal for most
cultural institutions (Haynes & Zambonini, 2007). For this study I focus on art museums
exclusively. The art museum website, much like the Internet as a whole, has adapted and
changed in response to emerging technologies (Streten, 2000). The art museum, however,
still exists as an assumed authority on particular types of information, with knowledge
originating from the museum’s staff and scholarship. This label of authority is in direct
conflict with the goals and structures of participatory online tools (Walsh, 2010). While
some institutions are threatened by the possibility of an increased number of voices,
others are embracing the chance to hear from people directly through online portals.
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Streten (2000) states, “This offers managers and evaluators of websites an opportunity
not often afforded to the developers of physical exhibitions: to respond dynamically to
the needs and expectations expressed in visitor feedback and visitor studies” (para. 1).
Hearing from the online community could provide a wealth of information, including
suggestions or specific goals from the very people who will be using and experiencing
the museum’s website. Listening to them is essential.
CENTRAL RESEARCH QUESTIONS
How do users experience art museum websites? What do these interactions reveal,
as told by the user? How can these described interactions help institutions improve or
grow to include more relevant or useful information and resources?
PROBLEM STATEMENT
Possibilities for user participation and visitor contribution grow with emerging
technologies, allowing more voices to be heard. Venues for participation and
contributions may be housed on a website; these could include comment boxes or even
quick surveys. Hearing from the visitors should be something exciting and welcomed, not
dreaded or considered a problem (Walsh, 2010). In order to provide the visitors what they
want, it helps to offer them a chance to express their desires or requests. The Internet
provides extensive and highly customizable tools that create spaces for sharing. Museums
should develop and include participatory experiences on their official websites, inviting
virtual visitors to be a part of the conversation, to become more closely connected to the
museum. Streten (2000) describes virtual visitors: “They are honoured guests whose
input should be highly valued” (para. 5).
Collecting and listening to accounts from museum visitors provides a human
narrative, detailing the journey of experience instead of merely attaining raw numerical
2

data through online polls or other statistical visitor monitoring. While I acknowledge the
importance of measuring the number of online visitors and how long they remain on the
site as a source of information, this sort of data is primarily an impersonal piece of an
experience. Additionally, surveys are also limiting in terms of depth or freedom in
description. In order to add more dimension to website evaluation, and also a more
humanizing element, museum staff or website evaluators should invite and facilitate a
conversation where visitors share their experiences in words and details. Narrative
accounts from visitors go beyond quantitative evaluation methods, and could even be
used to support statistical data. Bernstein (2008) observes that, “What you lose in stats,
you gain in community” (Conclusion section, para. 3). The museum and the visitor both
benefit from a qualitative evaluation: the museum learns more about its virtual visitors
and the visitor feels as though his/her opinion is being taken into account. The Internet
provides new ways for museums to connect to their visitors. Why not utilize the Internet
to listen to the people using this medium in order to help improve its functions, relevance,
and resources?
PROFESSIONAL AND PERSONAL MOTIVATIONS
Technology is in our daily lives and is a quickly growing component of
communication and education. It is not going away, but instead changing and altering
many of the ways we interact and learn. Because of this, art museum websites can help
bring the art museum into the school or home, aid in prolonging a physical site visit, or
even extend the museum to other geographic locations. In regards to the classroom and
its future with technology, 21st century learners are now growing up with technology and
are incorporating it seamlessly from the school setting to one that is social (Berger &
Trexler, 2010). Accessing museums online, much like having free reign to a physical
3

museum’s collection and resources, enables the visitor to customize and choose their
experience, becoming “active participants in their own learning” (p. 126). Lambropoulos
(2007) provides benefits to this knowledge customization, “Being in control of our own
personal learning brings a sense of confidence, keeps the initial intention and purpose for
coming to the learning community, and facilitates externalisation of learning experiences
as active and public participation” (pp. 8-9). Learners could access art museum websites
as a way to supplement a lesson or conduct a research project. Teachers can also use the
museum’s website to find resources on specific topics to add another dimension to a
lesson not found in a textbook (Horwitz & Intemann, 2007, Web Designers and Teachers
section, para. 3). Integrating art museum websites into lessons provides students with an
opportunity to experience a part of a museum, particularly if students are unable to visit
physically due to geographic limitations or inability to fund field trips. Geographic
limitations should not keep visitors from experiencing what an art museum has to offer.
Through the museum’s website, visitors from around the world can learn from
and interact with educational resources or digital reproductions of collections. The
museum’s website is always open to the public and does not require an admission (yet).
A physical site visit can be extended through the website, or a remote visitor could
contribute to a discussion housed online from thousands of miles away. The website
could serve as a place for reflection or further research for someone who visited the
physical museum site, or aid in preparing for such a visit. The museum’s website is able
to keep local communities informed and excited about visiting the physical site while
also building in relevant information for global populations unable to visit the galleries,
attend an exhibition, or come to a lecture. Games, timelines, recorded interviews, videos,
photos, polls, and forums are all present online, thereby inviting various levels and forms
of interaction (much like some exhibitions present in the physical museum). The
4

Internet’s visitor base is inconceivably massive, and the museum could harness the
potential of a website to gain more visitors and extend its outreach.
The Internet is currently facilitating the democratization of information, and the
vast scope of its presence is making those in some professions very nervous: “Those with
a stake in the creation and distribution of cultural content—media conglomerates, news
organizations, technology companies—are taking the [Internet and participation]
revolution seriously, employing a variety of offensive and defensive strategies in an
effort to ensure their survival” (MacArthur, 2007, para. 2). Sharing information online
that may have only been published in an exhibition catalogue or showing behind the
scenes footage of an installation enables the museum to extend their reach and engages
visitors to experience more museum resources. Taken even further, if a museum’s
website includes a participatory element, such as a space for feedback or an opportunity
to contribute their voice, the visitors could share and converse about their online
experiences or offer suggestions to the institution. If the institution takes these visitors
seriously, they could secure a sense of empowerment as well as evidence that the
museum listens and adapts, all facilitated by an online environment.
In order to find out if art museum websites are providing worthwhile experiences
or resources, it is necessary to hear from the users of such sites. Gathering details through
narrative accounts from art museum website users should aid in defining what kinds of
expectations, encounters, reactions, and experiences these virtual visitors are having.
These firsthand accounts are just a small sampling, but should provide a plethora of
information regarding art museum websites’ usability, structure, resources, navigation,
and more.
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SPECULATIONS ABOUT THIS INVESTIGATION
Through gathering contributions from art museum website users on an online
blog, I anticipated I would encounter a wide variety of experiences. I hoped to determine
that virtual visitors are using museum websites for more than just planning a trip to the
physical site. When arriving to a museum’s website, many media and information options
may encourage the visitor to travel around the site, browsing the available material
without a specific goal in mind. In the spectrum of art museum websites, the available
interactions and resources differ immensely. Because of this, I hoped to hear about
diverse experiences, ranging from successful resource location and implementation to
frustrated searching and dead ends. I expected users to be open and detailed in their
storytelling, providing not only the end result, but also the journey along the way. While
hoping for lengthy stories, I assumed I would receive a number of brief comments.
RESEARCH METHOD
Learning more about the public is extremely important to institutions wanting to
succeed in meeting visitor expectations. Questionnaires, surveys, interviews, and focus
groups are all structured and used to find out more about the people who visit a museum.
These methods and tools have also been used to evaluate the digital audience that visits a
museum website. Studies and evaluations have predominantly focused on usability and
navigation and only sometimes on content (Chadwick & Boverie, 1999; Garzotto,
Matera, & Paolini, 1998; Harms & Schweibenz, 2001; Haynes & Zambonini, 2007;
Johnson, 2009; Marty & Twidale, 2004; Ockuly, 2003; Peacock & Brownbill, 2007;
Sumption, 2006). Instead of learning more about how the site functions in terms of
number of mouse clicks or other usability issues, I was primarily interested in how
visitors to the website interact with the multiple forms of content and information
provided. I was more intrigued to determine how users play, learn, discuss, or contribute
6

while visiting a museum website, which required methods that were less restrictive than
surveys or questionnaires and more personal than site mapping, measuring mouse clicks,
or tracking time spent on a single page. The Internet is a changing venue that now invites
participation from its billions of users. Because of this, I invited users of museum
websites to share their interactions through a Web 2.0 tool with the built-in ability to
comment and contribute.
I utilized a qualitative, narrative research method in order to learn more about the
personal experiences had by visitors to museum websites through the words of those
visitors. In order to hear from these online users, I needed to research a method that
would enable detailed descriptions of the time spent on the websites, and I needed to
create an online space where these narratives could be shared. Webster and Mertova
(2007) state, “Narrative inquiry is set in human stories of experience” (p. 1). The various
narrative accounts from the users provide the data for this study, because additionally,
“story telling is a natural and common form of human communication” (p. 103). After
compiling and collecting narrative accounts through a blog, I asked questions of the data
and began categorizing each story or parts of stories. I applied codes and categories to the
stories, remembering that each code must reflect an interpretation of the data (Boeije,
2010). I used open coding by dividing the data into fragments, comparing the parts,
grouping them into categories and finally labeling each category. During the open coding
process, I used the analysis method in a descriptive way in order to identify why each
online visitor decided to visit a museum’s website. The narrative approach enabled me to
retell the stories in a way that related to themes and reasons that emerged through the
collection of stories with accompanying quotations from the users (Webster & Mertova,
2007). Through thematic organization and retelling the stories, the research methods were
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wholly qualitative, containing users’ experiences from start to finish and the emotions
and struggles incurred along the way.
DEFINITION OF TERMS
Blog
This is abbreviated from weblog. A blog is a Web 2.0 tool, an online platform
most commonly used by single authors that also includes spaces for outside contributions
through comment or dialogue boxes (Berger & Trexler, 2010). For this thesis study, I
used an online platform WordPress in order to create my blog. Participants contributed
narrative accounts on this blog, where the stories are archived for as long as the site stays
public.
Technology
This term can be applied to any tool or group of tools used to complete a specific
task or function. However, it is used in this thesis to refer specifically to digital
technology and the tools prevalent on the Internet.
Visitor or User
These two terms are used interchangeably. The term visitor has the connotation of
both a physical and a digital presence while maintaining the brevity of a “visit.” Unlike
the term audience, which evokes a passive, unidentifiable group that is a recipient of a
performance or experience (and will not be used to identify anyone in this thesis
research) the term user transforms passivity into activity. Through visiting, downloading,
viewing, or altering, the user takes a file, image, video, etc. and changes it; the
information is then consumable.
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Web 2.0
This is the second wave of the Internet. Web 2.0 is a term that attempts to
describe how the Internet has evolved since its beginnings in 1993. Tim O’Reilly (2005)
coined this term and continues to use it with people all over the world through
conferences, papers, and online discussion forums (O’Reilly & Bartelle, 2009). The term
pinpoints how the Internet is moving away from a didactic, downloadable destination to
an ever-changing participatory space. Through various charts and flow maps, O’Reilly
tries to sort out what separates Web 2.0 from Web 1.0.
LIMITATIONS TO THE STUDY
This research occurred online. Therefore, anyone who does not use the Internet is
not included. I focused on art museum websites and those that exist digitally and can be
accessed exclusively online. The blog site was open for contributions and comments
between October 2011 and the first week of January 2012. There was not a minimum or
maximum length for responses, simply a requirement that the story be related to an online
experience with a museum’s website.
SIGNIFICANCE OF THE STUDY
While the virtual visitor may seem different from the physical site visitor, hearing
from even a small number of people can help a museum improve resources and help shift
them into something more relevant and beneficial to a wider range of people. This thesis
research is centered on the visitor’s experience, as expressed through his or her own
words. It is designed to share a detailed, personalized account of the interactions that
occur online with art museum websites and not just an end result. The journey is
important. Pursuing this type of visitor study extends beyond the typical evaluation
methods previously used for websites. The Internet is providing a venue for learning by
9

employing highly interactive or multimedia experiences. How users encounter these
should be documented and evaluated.
The field of art education benefits from qualitative evaluations and research due
to their personalized tone and the reflective process elicited from the participant. Serving
as a point of reference, this study can help document an ever-changing digital landscape
and aid in showing how art museum websites can grow and change based on user
experiences. Art education research needs narrative accounts, particularly those that
include suggestions for improvement or anecdotes of exploration. Hopefully, this thesis
research will encourage more researchers to focus on the stories told by visitors and add
to the narrative of visitor experience.
The following four chapters all center on the visitor experience and its
importance. Chapter 2, the Review of Pertinent Literature, includes many resources
addressing the evolution of the Internet, museum websites, and visitors which helped to
inspire, color, theoretically ground, and define this research. The research method is
outlined in Chapter 3, grounding narrative research in sources addressing online research
methods. A compilation of stories illustrating the many ways in which the research
participants described their various art museum website experiences comprises Chapter 4.
Chapter 5 concludes with emergent themes and conclusions that inform suggestions for
further research and this thesis research’s relevance and significance to the field of art
education.
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Chapter 2: Review of Literature
I include three main topics in this review of literature that greatly informed, and at
times challenged, my study. The connections between technology, museums, and people
organize this chapter. These three topics are becoming increasingly interconnected, as I
express in the following sections. Technology affects almost every aspect of daily life
and is an essential component of this study, therefore its evolution and growth are
highlighted as it relates to museum websites. Art museums provide the venue for this
study, making their relationship to both technology and visitors an integral element of
this chapter. My study focuses on people and their stories, and in this chapter I attempt to
describe the increasingly connected, digital world where these people live, work, learn,
and play. The three sections included in this review of literature propose a specific
correlation between visitors, technology, and museums that helped inform my thought
process for preparing and formulating this study.
Museums, like their visitors, exist in a landscape with increased connectivity.
Technology is a bit of a wildcard for both. Some museums and visitors exploit the
opportunities provided by the advancements of technology, while others choose to
continue a more analog existence. I do not want to propose that all visitors are actively
online, however I do contend that their lives are somehow affected by technology. In the
paragraphs and chapters that follow, my focus is directed toward those visitors and
museums that have chosen to experiment, integrate, and engage with technology through
the Internet.
TECHNOLOGY AND MUSEUMS
Technology is changing almost everything, including how we learn and
communicate with others. Everything we do is somehow digitally processed or stored in
11

order to be retrieved or contextualized somewhere at some point. Ronchi (2009) states,
“Digital technology now affects our whole lives, not only in terms of our health, security,
safety, work and similar fields, but even more importantly in our cultural interests,
creativity, entertainment, communications, and relationships” (p. 421). O’Reilly (2006)
uses the term “revolution” to describe these changes, and many authors, from the
scholarly world and beyond, echo this dramatic description (Anderson, 1999; Anderson
& Wolff, 2010; Berger & Trexler, 2010; Blossom, 2009; Burnett & Marshall, 2003;
Charters, 2004; Friedman, 2007; Richardson, 2011; Ronchi, 2009; Shirky, 2008).
Discourse on the topic of technology extends globally, with critics and champions
equally as vocal. Shirky (2008) is overwhelmingly optimistic about technology’s
potential when he states that “we are living in the middle of a remarkable increase in our
ability to share, to cooperate with one another, and to take collective action, all outside
the framework of traditional institutions and organizations” (p. 21). This description is
empowering for the participants, while also mildly threating to the institutions and
organizations he’s referencing. Almost every profession, institution, or organization is
somehow influenced by the reach and capabilities of technology, specifically the Internet.
For institutions in the business of information or cultural engagement, the
increased integration of technology is disrupting and challenging prior methods for
authoritative control. Specifically, the ways in which information is shared and published
through the Internet opens up new opportunities for visitors to both access and alter
resources. As Sumption (2006) states, “As well as being a ubiquitous publishing,
communication, design, and research tool, the Internet has emerged as a powerful
communication medium” (para. 4). Museums are growing and adapting to what these
new technologies have to offer and how it may affect existing procedures of information
control, particularly how official museum materials are shared with (and potentially
12

manipulated by) the public through the Internet. Providing open and unlimited access
through a website relinquishes some of the museum’s control over its contents, thereby
making some institutions nervous. In his web article “Can Museums Allow Online Users
to Become Participants?” published on the American Association of Museums’ website,
MacArthur (2007) states:
But museums and others are more worried than ever about how online digital
content could be appropriated for questionable purposes in an era when savvy
Internet users routinely mix and match images, music, videos and even databases
to create everything from political spoofs to dynamic maps of UFO sightings.
(Relationships of Trust section, para. 2)
He goes on to write:
The reaction of museums to the freewheeling Web 2.0 atmosphere is no different
than that of most other content providers. On its face it appears to be an
unprecedented opportunity to show that museums are serious about community
involvement and ensure that we remain relevant to our audiences; yet the idea of
deliberately diluting our intellectual content with substantive input from users—
allowing their material to appear in connection with our trusted “brand”—that
makes us extremely uncomfortable. (Relationships of Trust section, para. 4)
Because of this discomfort that accompanies giving up some control, “most of what goes
on the walls of museums is still carefully organized by scholars. And the goal for all this
technology remains getting people through their doors” (Vogel, 2011, para. 25). I am
certainly not advocating for any process that may dilute the content from a trusted
institution, but I am curious about how the various participants are allowed and motivated
to interact with the museum’s official website. Aside from the above description of
discomfort, the title of MacArthur’s (2007) article inspired my research study immensely.
Many of the people online are actively participating through various outlets; they are
publishing content, remixing resources, and discussing their opinions. These users will be
more thoroughly addressed in the section on visitors.
13

Inviting these users to participate in the content of a museum website could
possibly create opportunities online where museums, through their websites and other
online entities, can facilitate “participation, personalization, communication, networking,
exchange and transparency” (Bocatius, 2011, para. 1). A growing number of art museum
websites include multiple venues and portals for interaction and exploration, however,
this was not always the case (and unfortunately has yet to occur with some institutions).
Museum websites, along with the Internet as a whole, have evolved and changed with
emerging technologies, and a brief history of this change is included in the paragraphs
that follow.
The museum website/the museum’s website
Museums have been using the Internet since its advent. Early museum websites,
like most initial uses of the Internet, were static versions of already existing content from
previously published outlets such as gallery text or exhibition catalogues. The digitization
and online publishing of exhibition brochures, event calendars, and other print resources
served as the contents of these websites (Streten, 2000; Sumption, 2006). Some of these
materials could be downloaded as the Internet evolved to facilitate file sharing, allowing
virtual visitors to download and print resources or information present in the gallery from
home, work, or school. The majority of early museum websites contained information
most relevant to someone planning a visit, including information about directions,
parking, gallery hours, and other physical site-specific facts. While this was a good place
to start, some institutions are continuing this model, only offering information regarding a
museum visit without appealing to or including relevant information for the Internet’s
global audience. The museum’s official website is growing to be the visitor’s first
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interaction with a museum, functioning more as a “main entrance” (Vogel, 2011, para.
20) where the visitor is not only welcomed, but also encouraged to explore and discover.
A museum’s website may be the visitor’s first exposure to an institution as well as
a destination for post-visit exploration or reflection (Parry, 2008). Some museum
websites are now dynamic hubs for information, marketing, public relations, education,
multimedia, interaction, and outreach. By connecting the physical site to on that is
virtual, visitors are able to extend a museum experience beyond its walls. Through online
platforms and integrated Web 2.0 tools, visitors can interact with objects, information,
and museum staff in ways not permitted or available during the typical site visit. Videos
of behind-the-scenes footage or interviews with exhibiting artists bring the visitor to
places they would never be allowed to access inside the institution’s walls. Through a
museum’s website, which is always open for visitation, there is “the possibility of an
always-on, user-centred interaction between visitors, museum media and museum staff”
(Sumption, 2006, Re-Connecting Physical and Virtual Domains section, para. 3). Some
institutions, however, are breaking new ground redefining their relationships with their
users/audiences/visitors/participants through their various online entities, acknowledging,
“that recent events could influence relationships with, and expectations of, their
audiences” (MacArthur, 2007, para. 2). Much of this new interaction is occurring both on
the museum’s website and through various participatory online tools incorporated into
the museum’s expansive online identity.
Museums and Web 2.0
One major change in technology that is helping to facilitate connections between
museums and their visitors is the invention, categorization, development, and integration
of Web 2.0 technologies. The Internet’s evolution from download to upload is an
15

important distinction to include in this review of literature, as it directly relates to the
methodology and conceptual grounding for the study. User participation through Web 2.0
tools is changing the Internet from a didactic, downloadable destination into an everchanging, participatory space. The Internet has entered a new phase, Web 2.0. The term
is not easily defined, consisting of multiple versions and lengthy debates (O’Reilly, 2005;
O’Reilly, 2006; O’Reilly & Battelle, 2009). According to his website, O’Reilly (2012) is
“a chronicler and catalyst of leading-edge development, homing in on the technology
trends that really matter” (What is O’Reilly Media section), and the inventor of the term
Web 2.0. While this technology really does matter, defining it is difficult. In referring to
successful websites O’Reilly (2005) states, “The central principle…appears to be this,
that they have embraced the power of the web to harness collective intelligence” (p. 2).
Social media, social networking, and user-generated content are all terms used to describe
the nature and venue of Web 2.0. For clarification purposes, social media uses Web 2.0
tools, while Web 2.0 the term refers to the greater idea of the Internet evolving from
being didactic to an engagement that is participatory in nature. The increased ability to
gather, publish, and empower many voices through Web 2.0 tools is the most important
characteristic to remember regarding this new technology in relation to this study.
Collective intelligence, or the ability to harness and enable the voices of many
users to contribute and develop information online, is at the center of Web 2.0, and
residing within this concept is the idea of publishing. The potential application of this is
the source of the discomfort felt by some museum professionals, as previously described
by MacArthur (2007). Blossom (2009) states, “Worldwide publishing, once the pursuit of
a handful of wealthy and powerful people, is now a tool in the hands of the world” (p. 2).
Publishing and contributing online is easy for almost anyone, and enables more voices to
be heard. For example, Bandelli (2010) compares online opportunities to in-gallery ones:
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In a museum, spontaneous conversations between individual visitors who do not
know each other happen very seldom. The same two people on the Internet,
however, can engage in a conversation much more easily, given the fact that all
physical barriers disappear. Casual contacts can be initiated online, conversations
can arise, and a deeper understanding of the painting can occur. (p. 151)
This is not to say that an online interaction is free of all barriers. However the museum’s
hours and visitor’s geographic locations do not enter into the equation. It is important to
state that I consider anything that is written and uploaded online to be publishing, as it
will live online indefinitely for any future visitor to access. Web 2.0 tools have increased
this ability greatly, making content more readily available. Cornell (2011) addresses the
importance of content:
Social media are useful, but content drives the Web. When art institutions note
how many Facebook friends or Twitter followers they have, I fear they are
missing the point. There is a disconnect between having social media resources
and actually employing them to engage various audiences, from specialists to
academics and to those unfamiliar with artworld debates. Wall text has
historically been the designated area in which to explain art to the public, but
institutions could amplify their educational role by publishing—daily and
online—a great deal more history, opinion, context and anecdote around their
activities rather than just issuing press releases and visitor information. (para. 5)
In regards to accessing meaningful, exciting, engaging content, much of what exists
online consists of advertisements for upcoming events, gift shop sales, or other sitespecific information relevant to local visitors. Bernstein (2008) states, “Web 2.0 is about
social connections and community, not about marketing or PR. The museum must fully
commit to being in the community and offer content that people care about” (Conclusion
section, para. 2). Participants in this online community and visitors to both museums and
their official websites have their own sets of expectations and desired outcomes. These
visitors are expecting and wanting more.
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VISITORS
Technology is always evolving and through these changes, the expectations and
characteristics of museum visitors change as well. Specifically in relation to the
participatory nature and the prevalence of technology in daily life, visitors are
comfortable with and excited about integrating technology into multiple facets of
experiences, and this should definitely include a museum visit, online and in-person.
Richardson (2011) suggests that museums should change how visitors are labeled:
“While it is unlikely that the use of the word ‘audiences’ will change, I think it is useful
for us to think of the people who choose to interact with museums either digitally or by
making a visit as ‘participants’” (para. 3). Many museum visitors “are people who live
increasingly digital lives, where they are not spectators, but active participants, positively
engaged through outreach programmes and projects” (para. 2). This active engagement is
an opportunity for museums to create, enable, and sustain “an ongoing commitment to
evolving a more visitor-centric experience of the museum environment” (Streten, 2000,
para. 5), regardless if that environment is the physical site or the virtual one. Social media
specifically, but also museum web sites in general, extend the possibilities of a museum
being visitor-centered through its very structure, as Vogel (2011) optimistically states:
While museums have long strived to be welcoming places as well as havens of
learning, social media is turning them into virtual community centers. On
Facebook or Twitter or almost any museum Web site, everyone has a voice, and a
vote. Curators and online visitors can communicate, learning from one another.
As visitors bring their hand-held devices to visits, the potential for interactivity
only intensifies. (para. 7)
This sort of interaction between museum professionals and visitors directly challenges
the object-centered missions of the very near past, as well as the relationship of authority
and control. Inviting participation, however, does not always mean that the responses
received are taken into account. It is essential that visitors know that they are invited to
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participate and that their contributions mean something to the institution. Bernstein
(2008), a visionary in terms of how to effectively use social media for the museum,
acknowledges “the power of user-generated content” (YouTube: Visitor Video
Competition section, para. 3) and advises, “the museum must fully commit to being in the
community and offer content that people care about. When creating a platform for
discussion, it must be sure to listen to what visitors have to say and respond when
necessary” (Conclusion section, para. 2). These suggestions are extremely important
when inviting participation. If participatory tools are successfully integrated into museum
websites, this invitation could solidify the museum’s attention to and respect for the
relationship with the visitor. Should the museum acknowledge, respond to, or use any
user-generated content, response or suggestion, it would empower and strengthen the
visitor’s voice. Providing a venue for response and conversation is not extremely
challenging, given the wide range of Web 2.0 tools available. In addition to this, online
visitors are not shy in sharing opinions or asking questions (Streten, 2000, para. 2), and
museums should look forward to the opportunity to engage with them. Richardson (2011)
states, “if a museum does not have time to participate in conversations with its audiences
(even online) then I think it needs to reassess its priorities” (Websites for Participants
section, para. 9). Additionally, Walsh (2010) shares about an instance when he received
concern over “a message that asked for advice about dealing with the ‘problem’ of
questions coming into a museum website from its public. [T]his is not a problem but an
enormous opportunity” (p. 233). Through technology, the opportunity to hear from the
public is growing and changing the ways museums and people are able to interact. As
cultural institutions, museums are also in the business of educating. Through technology
and the museum’s website, visitors are able to extend a museum experience and continue
engaging with content outside of the gallery.
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MUSEUMS AND ONLINE LEARNING
Museums are locations for free-choice learning, through both physical and online
sites. The museum experience provides objects to interpret, didactic panels to read, and
sometimes includes interpretation materials such as maps, abbreviated biographies, or
timelines to experience in a variety of ways. The level of integration and presence of
digital media differs from museum to museum. Videos, touch screen monitors, or other
interactive tools may accompany a specific exhibition, while some media resides away
from the art in an interpretation center or resource room. Visitors are able to choose how
they learn about a work of art, depending on what is present in the gallery space.
Dierking and Falk (1998) state, “media use is highly self-selected” (para. 16). After
leaving the museum’s physical space, however, the visitor is no longer limited to what
the museum provided inside the gallery. Hopefully, any useful materials present in the
gallery space would reflect or compliment what is also available online through the
museum website. While exploring online from home, work, or school, the virtual visitor
can search for whatever information or resources they can find. For example, after
viewing Tibetan Buddhist paintings in a gallery space or through an online exhibition, the
learner can download culturally relevant music, watch videos of traditional Tibetan dance
or ceremony, read the Dalai Lama’s blog, or research the chemical make-up of certain
natural pigments. This is all possible, assuming these resources are somewhere online.
Ideally, a buffet of resources would be located on the website of the museum where the
visitor first viewed the works. The museum’s website would provide a portal to media
rich, dynamic learning. Interacting with various media options online creates a learning
environment where visitors “assume responsibility for constructing their own learning
experience” (Conrad & Donaldson, 2004, p. 7). In addition to this, Chadwick and Boverie
(1999) were able through a yearlong survey, “To generalize to museum Web sites, [that]
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online visitors arrive at the Web site ready to learn. This presents a great opportunity for
museums to present information about their museum, knowledge about their collections,
and artifacts in a new medium to a new audience who is ready to learn” (Discussion
section, para. 7).
The people arriving at museum websites ready to learn are part of a larger online
community of participants, some of which visit museums in person while others may
only experience an institution online. Through the participatory nature of Web 2.0
technologies, the visitor is connecting and contributing to this community, helping to
instigate a “collaborative acquisition of knowledge” (Conrad & Donaldson, 2004, p. 5),
as well as providing a space where “each learner’s actions contribute not only to
individual knowledge but to overall community knowledge development” (p. 5). This
group includes a wide range of people, from casual online browsers to established
museum professionals. Online learning is not limited to geographic location or personal
relationships; it exists in the virtual world with components and experiences from the one
that is physical. Roschelle (1995) states, “Becoming a participant in a community can be
a stronger motivation than gaining knowledge” (p. 47). This group of learners is everchanging, with members fluctuating and meeting at different times, and the online space
accommodates this flexibility (Mowbray, 2007). A museum’s website has the ability to
provide a space for learning and collaborating, helping to initiate and capture a
documented and on-going conversation. The Internet, as a venue as well as a welldesigned museum website, “offers a portal to the world, through which learners can
explore and create, according to their own interest and directions, interacting at all times
with their friends and community” (p. 21).
Online learning using Web 2.0 tools on a museum’s website provides
opportunities for interaction and also provides a space for reflection. Museum resources
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may be accessed after a physical site visit or as an experience in and of itself. Anytime a
visitor posts a comment or tags a photo, that contribution is permanently published on the
site to be accessed later or built upon by others, which may “allow ordinary users to post
content online, making anyone with an Internet connection a participant and potential
resource” (Berger & Trexler, 2010, p. 3). These various resources should always be
available, saved through digital archives or dated materials that are organized and easily
retrieved. Accessing past conversations, blog posts, or shared media aids in the reflective
process that is very necessary for (life-long) learning.
Berger and Trexler (2010) describe ways in which online interactions facilitate
and encourage deeper understanding and engaged learning, creating visitors that are
“active participants in their own learning” (p. 126). Additionally, learners “identify what
they already know, ask intriguing questions about what they do not know, investigate the
answers, construct new understandings, and share those understandings with others” (pp.
11-12). Learners are not changing, but the tools used for learning are broadening the
conversation and interaction while also extending the access to materials not normally
available, utilizing “a new kind of online media that encompasses text-based content and
multimedia but also adds interactivity” (p. 125). Through multimedia experiences, the
online learning environment is rich for exploration and discovery.
CONCLUSION
Discovery played a major role in this compilation of literature. Hyperlinks, online
articles and blogs sent me on a quest through the online world in order to more fully
grasp the intricacies of online learning, its relationship to museum websites, and their
inclusion in the massive Web 2.0 frontier. I engaged in what Downes (2010) describes:
A learning activity is, in essence, a conversation undertaken between the learner
and other members of the community. This conversation, in the Web 2.0 era,
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consists not only of words but of images, video, multimedia and more. This
conversation forms a rich tapestry of resources, dynamic and interconnected,
created not only by experts but by all members of the community, including
learners. (pp. 19-20)
This quest for pertinent literature made me further question what other learners were
doing online as they entered the virtual doors of a museum. The various resources
gathered made me ready to engage in a dialogue with others. I sought to start a
conversation of my own, centered on the digital presence of an art museum but focused
on the various visitors. I set out to hear about their quests and their journeys, through
their stories.
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Chapter 3: Research Methods and Pertinent Literature
Through countless hours on the Internet, this study emerged from my
observations of an increased level of participation online and my desire to know how this
may affect the ways museum visitors encounter art museums through their official
websites. In order to hear from the people who visit art museum websites, I needed to
develop a method that would foster detailed descriptions of the experience and create an
online space where these descriptions could be shared. Early in the thesis process, I knew
I wanted to connect to museum visitors through their words and stories, not through
statistics. Because of this, I decided to conduct a qualitative narrative research study.
This study focuses on how people use art museum websites. The most important
component in this study is the people—the participants, the visitors, the users. Their
various accounts, opinions, and suggestions provide the data. This research centers on a
story of the experience and what feelings or outcomes occurred, not just the end result.
My interest in focusing on the qualitative story came from prior virtual visitor studies
conducted during the past years. Other museum website evaluations are mostly
quantitative, or include some qualitative data through focus groups or surveys (Bowen,
1999; Chadwick & Boverie, 1999; Garzotto et al., 1998; Harms & Schweibenz, 2001;
Haynes & Zambonini, 2007; Johnson, 2009; Kravchyna & Hastings, 2002; Marty &
Twidale, 2004; Ockuly, 2003; Peacock & Brownbill, 2007; Streten, 2000; Sumption,
2006). Additionally, many of these studies were completed only during the
developmental stages of a website instead of evaluating existing content on websites.
This narrative study is qualitative, focusing on the journey involved in experiencing an
art museum’s website, as compared with to a quantitative study that is “typically looking
for outcomes and frequently overlooks this impact of experience, while narrative inquiry
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allows researchers to get an understanding of that experience” (Webster & Mertova,
2007, p. 5).
When choosing the research and data collection tools, it was essential for me to
house the conversation online, the “natural” environment where museum website
interaction takes place. I used multiple online tools to collect the data: a blog, my email, a
discussion board, and my personal Facebook. The importance of keeping the study
online, as well as a discussion of the multiple research tools employed, are included in
this chapter.
This chapter is organized into three sections. The first section explains the
methodology used, and the importance of choosing qualitative narrative research for this
study. The next section describes the logistics and considerations for conducting this
research solely online. The last section focuses on the tools and methods utilized to
collect data, the nature of my interaction with the participants, and lastly the data analysis
method.
METHODOLOGY
Qualitative Research
Because previous scholars frequently used quantitative research methods in
evaluating museum websites, I decided to select a qualitative approach that would enable
me to “carry on a dialogue with previous studies and work in the area [of discipline],” as
Merriam suggests (1998, p. 50). In addition to this, I am truly interested in descriptive,
person-centered data instead of capturing data through numbers. I set out to unpack the
meaning behind these interactions with art museum websites and unfold a story that
illuminates how museum websites are used. Boeije (2010) states “qualitative research is
well suited to discover the contents of a concept when these contents are unclear” (p.
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108). Throughout this research I was a co-learner with my participants. Their stories
extended my expectations, creating a collaboration of experiential knowledge and
detailed storytelling that helped answer the research questions while also providing more
questions (Webster & Mertova, 2007, p. 88). Thankfully, qualitative research allows for
flexibility, and as Denzin and Lincoln (2003) explain, “qualitative research is endlessly
creative and interpretive” (p. 37), allowing for a variety of interpretations of meaning.
The unique and complex nature of collecting and analyzing story-based
qualitative data fosters my desire to address and emphasize the importance of the journey
of an experience rather than its defined outcome. This is a characteristic of qualitative
research championed by many researchers (Boeije, 2010; Denzin & Lincoln, 2003; Elliot,
2005; Merriam, 1998; Webster & Mertova, 2007). Focusing not only on the journey, but
also on hearing directly from the visitor, this research acknowledges the importance of
listening to the people that are interacting with a museum’s published materials,
extending beyond wall text, exhibition catalogues, or take-away brochures to include the
vast array of online publications and media. Discovering what people do online is about
more than mouse clicks. I believe it is also important to have a more personal, qualitative
recording of the experience, whenever possible.
Narrative Inquiry
Narrative inquiry is a perfect methodology to employ in this research. I was
interested in hearing from the users of art museum web sites and how these users interact
with a site, both in terms of access and usability, as well as how they use the information
they found. Narrative inquiry, as a research method, is employed for projects that are
focused on details and retellings of an event while also including the human experience
of that event. Webster and Mertova (2007) describe and emphasize how narrative
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research is human-centered and how it is focused on the complexities and subtleties of
experience, especially those experiences that are connected to teaching and learning (p.
10). There is not the same type of end result or conclusion as is found in other types of
research; instead, a chronicling of how art museum websites are used by the participants
of this research was formulated through collecting, analyzing, and retelling visitors’
stories, focusing on this internal and external experience rather than on an outcome.
While not focused on a specific end result, “the use of narrative as a research method,
may, for instance, give us a better understanding of teaching, learning, and performance
in a wide range of environments and may assist in generating more appropriate teaching
tools and techniques” (Webster & Mertova, 2007, p. 16). With the growing integration
and inclusion of digital technologies in both the classroom and the museum, collecting
descriptive stories through narrative inquiry of how some of this technology is used could
aid in the further development of educational websites or online teaching tools. In
addition to gaining this sort of information about users, this research also attempts to
capture and record these impressions of how people use art museum websites as a sort of
document of a period of time in technology’s history.
The use of stories is a natural and common way to describe a particular point in
time, and can also evolve and change as new developments are made (Webster &
Mertova, 2007). Through collecting stories, an experience is retold and new insights may
become apparent, initiating further reflection and analysis from either the researcher or
the participant storyteller. These stories are shared with an audience, including the
researcher, who will then retell them in a manner that is honest and respectful of the
original story of experience. As Elliot (2005) states about the researcher’s relationship to
storytelling, “while a narrative is inherently social, both in its practice or performance
and in the cultural resources it relies upon to be intelligible, it is simultaneously the
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unique and creative production of an individual actor” (pp. 14-15). As I retell the stories
of others, I relate back and forth to the original source. Narrative research does not strive
to tell one story to be reproduced later by another research project; narrative research
invites plurality and multiple perspectives when describing an event or phenomenon
(Elliot, 2005, p. 169).
This account of plurality necessitates new definitions or applications of reliability
and validity in relation to qualitative research methods (Webster & Mertova, 2007), and
my research project does not adhere to traditionally defined validity measures. This
research project aims for verisimilitude or an appearance of truth, including plausible
retellings of experiences and accounts that resonate with both the researcher and the
reader (Webster & Mertova, 2007). Most importantly, I want the reader to be an active
participant in the analysis of the stories which follows Webster and Mertova’s (2007)
suggestion “that multiple interpretations are valid and that the real test of validity of any
research should ultimately be done by those who read it and they should be the ones to
decide on whether an account is ‘believable’” (p. 91). Through open access to the
publically published blog online, anyone may view the original story from the storyteller
thereby providing the opportunity to trace my retelling back to the source. These stories
aim to be honest accounts of the participants’ experiences, as each story is grounded by a
specific event fueled and described with examples or specific online locations. The use of
narrative for this study attempts to categorize and retell the stories shared by online users
about how they have experienced an art museum’s website, and as collected through the
use of an online participatory blog site.
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ONLINE RESEARCH METHODS AND CONSIDERATIONS
Deciding to conduct this research solely online happened early in the thesis
brainstorming process. It did not make sense to me to blend in-person, face-to-face
interactions with online interactions because that is not what happens in a typical online
experience between a museum’s website and the online visitor. In addition to this, having
an in-person, face-to-face component of the research would limit the research
geographically. As Kravchyna and Hastings (2002) acknowledge, “The difference with
virtual visits is that the actual visit is not a physical one; they live far from art centers and
museums, sometimes even across oceans” (Literature Review section, para. 2). Some
online evaluations or website testing strategies blend an in-person interaction with the
online experience, by taking field notes or asking the participant to narrate as they
navigate. Harms and Schweibenz (2001) employed the thinking-aloud method, where
participants were encouraged to verbalize their navigating, and Ockuly (2003)
incorporated a usability lab study, where participants would enter a controlled
environment to be observed. When navigating a web site, there is not normally a person
in the room with you encouraging or guiding you to an area or topic while simultaneously
taking notes or recording your mouse movements, as is the case in some visitor research
studies (Harms & Schweibenz, 2001; Ockuly, 2003). These forms of blended online/inperson testing, although not representative of traditional or common online experiences,
can offer a great deal of information. In addition to these in-person evaluation methods,
solely online methods such as surveys are prevalent in evaluating websites (Chadwick &
Boverie, 1999; Haynes & Zambonini, 2007; Kravchyna & Hastings, 2002; Ockuly, 2003;
Peacock & Brownbill, 2007). While I agree with Marty and Twidale (2004), who state,
“even small amounts of user testing can be surprisingly informative” (para. 6), I needed
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the personal and detailed account of the art museum website experience for this research
project.
It was necessary for the participants to have a typical or normal interaction
without outside interference or expectation. As suggested by Denzin and Lincoln (2003),
“qualitative researchers study things in their natural settings, attempting to make sense of,
or to interpret, phenomena in terms of the meanings people bring to them” (p. 5).
Admittedly, calling a website a natural setting is a strange description, experiencing
something online is different from experiencing the same thing through some other
means. The Internet and the various ways of accessing it, is its own environment with its
own qualities or habitats. For example, meeting someone for the first time online is very
different from introducing yourself in person. The online world is an environment of its
own.
Considerations and Limitations: Participants
One element of the online environment is a user’s screen name. Some users
choose to include their legal name, some create an alternative identity, and some prefer to
be anonymous. Screen names are the only identifying component for this study. Aside
from the participants needing to have access to an Internet connection in order to view a
website as well as contribute to an online blog, I do not make any other assumptions
about the participants based on the sole fact that they contributed to the study online. I
did not request that the participants include any demographic information when
contributing to the blog. Authoring a story using a screen name was optional as users
were invited to contribute anonymously. The participants, however, were invited to
participate through my own personal email or Facebook, which skews the sample to
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include a higher number of people currently in graduate school or affiliated with the arts
because that is reflective of my current position in life.
Already acknowledging that the participants would need to have online access,
these participants would probably be familiar with using the Internet because they are
retelling an experience with a website. It is important to include here that a story being
relayed by a participant may be one of frustration with technology or the site itself.
However, the participant was clearly able to navigate from a website to a blog which
involves a certain level of familiarity with the Internet (i.e., following hyperlinks, typing
into an interface, navigating throughout the Internet). The comfort level with the
technology used is extremely important to account for when conducting online research
(Porter, 2004, p. 9). Trying to use familiar and common participatory online platforms, I
began formulating a blog along with an email invitation to participate on the blog. I
developed these two components simultaneously in order to keep wording and tone
consistent, attempting to emphasize that the same source created both elements. I
completed and published the blog first, but did not make it public until after I sent out the
first round of email invitations. The language on the blog directly informed the tone and
word choice of the email invitation.
Beginning with a detailed yet informal and brief email invitation (Appendix A), I
created a message that would be sent out to friends and family, and then hopefully passed
on to others who I may not even know. As addressed above, using my personal contacts
limited the study to those people in my address book, many of whom share the same
interests or scholarly endeavors as myself. All recipients were encouraged to share the
invitation with others, thereby expanding the sample. Keeping this email brief yet dense
with information was necessary due to the high number of emails a typical online user
receives daily (Porter, 2004); I did not want my thesis invitation to get lost in an inbox. I
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addressed and revised the tone of voice a few times in order to sound friendly, informal,
appreciative, and that I was excited to correspond with the recipient. In addition to the
invitation, I included details of the research project and its possible uses, fully describing
the research in order to ensure informed consent from the participants (Appendix B). I
provided two ways of sharing an account with a museum’s website, building in
accommodations for someone who may not want their writing published on a public blog
site: (a) Someone not wanting their story published online was invited to contribute
through personal email that would only exist between us, with the names and specifics
that could reveal the correspondent’s identity altered to protect the participant if used in
the thesis research; and (b) Participants were encouraged to follow the link to the
WordPress site to share their story publically online. While WordPress allows for
anonymous comments and posts, I did not want any participant to feel obligated to share
their responses publically.
Inviting individuals to participate through email proved to be somewhat
successful. Following some of Porter’s (2004) strategies for response, I sent out
invitations in waves through multiple mailings. First, I sent invitations out sporadically
during the middle of October of 2011, and the initial recipients were friends and family.
A second wave of email invitations went out to peers at the end of October. Once
invitations were emailed, the blog began to receive more visits and contributions in a
loosely related time frame: within a week of the email invitations being disseminated
there was a spike in visitation. Contributors appeared that I did not recognize and was
unable to identify based on the story or screen name. More commonly, I would conduct
person-to-person (not face-to-face) interaction through Facebook. I would either post the
link to the blog on my Facebook wall or post the link onto a friend’s wall, thereby
inviting not only the one person to participate, but also anyone who viewed their profile.
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Posting directly to a friend’s wall brought this particular person into the blog
conversation successfully twice. This sort of person-to-person (one-to-one, not face-toface) follow up was more in line with what I wanted for this research, as the interactions
lived online and only in that environment.
Participation and Conversation: Blogs
Using blogs and other participatory media is a popular strategy in market
research. In this approach, the person as consumer is studied in order to determine what
he/she needs or wants from a certain service or business (Poynter, 2010). Choosing to use
a blog over some other format such as a wiki or even a Facebook group, encourages
conversation through enabling comments and provides enough space for stories of any
length to be told, and is “a very powerful way of gaining insights into people’s lives”
(Poynter, 2010, p. 175). Any contribution to the site is displayed in reverse chronological
order (Berger & Trexler, 2010), allowing the most recent contribution to be seen first.
While the blog used for this research study does not necessarily require this kind of
organization as other blogs may, the format is common to all blogs relating it to the
“blogosphere” as a whole. Blogs are used in numerous capacities and could be a familiar
component for an online user. Many blogs are single authored while others serve entire
communities (Poynter, 2010). Keeping this in mind, I wanted to use a blog not as an
outlet for myself, but more as a meeting place to discuss art museum website experiences.
Poynter (2010) contextualized and introduced new ways of using blogs for research,
specifically participant blogging. Participant blogging is “an active tool where
respondents are recruited and asked to record a blog as part of a research project” (p.
163). Blogs create a space for participation, enabling the participants to share aspects of
their lives and helping the researcher to tap into those experiences while recording them
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in a safe storage place online. In order to garner the most participation, the design of the
site must be simple with obvious and accessible navigation functions or response areas.
These recommendations and considerations provided a framework for me to begin the
research project and start collecting online stories.
Data Collection
This study involved adaptations or extensions of traditional research techniques,
such as direct observation in the field, in order to accommodate the vast online world as
both a source and a site for data collection (Merriam, 1998). Collecting data online
provided a venue for participation without having to transcribe conversations, record
interviews, or conduct on-site observations. Online tools, including the blog and my
email, documented and archived all online interactions. This sort of data collection
enabled me to monitor the research from anywhere with an Internet connection.
Conversations continued when I was not present and online exchanges occurred
regardless of participants’ geography or time zones.
The various experiences, from the point of view of the user, are the data. As
Boeije (2010) describes, “almost anything that holds human experience can be used as
data” (p. 57). Embedded in these user-generated stories are elements of experience, either
details of an online interaction or broad expectations for a site. These stories are the
resources for how I will make sense of my research subject, depending on the description
of the experience provided. Using stories, or accounts, as data was very important to me
in order to gain an understanding of participants’ experiences with art museum websites.
It was essential to provide a venue for storytelling, and hopefully the blog served as an
inviting space for participants to share experiences.
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Stories are fruitful sources for research about an event or experience. Telling a
detailed story is not easy, however, “stories allow us to watch what an experience can do
to people who are living that experience” (Webster & Mertova, 2007, p. 20). The
storyteller, or participant, is sharing an experience while simultaneously reflecting and
reshaping this experience. Through the blog participation, the storyteller could also read
and respond to someone else’s story or have the opportunity to reread their personal
account: “Stories are a reflection of the fact that experience is a matter of growth, and
that understandings are continually developed, reshaped and retold, often informally”
(pp. 13-14). There is no time limit or restriction for contributing to a blog as there may be
in an in-person interaction. The specific tools used for this research were bound to the
digital world, a WordPress blog site, and email invitations with the addition of Facebook
posts.
Tools and Methods
For this research project, I began with developing both the WordPress blog and
the email invitation, as described in the previous sections. I wanted the two elements to
reflect each other, both in tone and word choice in order to confirm for the potential
participant that the same source created them. In addition to this preparation, I desired
that both of these elements be able to exist independently: the blog would be inviting to
someone who never received the email, and the email would have enough information for
someone who never visited the blog. The blog needed be engaging on its own, existing as
its individual participatory space that does not rely on the email invitation. Additionally,
the email needed to provide enough information for someone contributing only through
email correspondence.
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I chose to host my blog through WordPress with the title Sharing Stories: Art
Museum Web Site Experiences with the subtitle (or tag line), How do you use art museum
web sites? (yourmuseumstory.wordpress.com). I have used WordPress as a blog platform
previously and was familiar with its capabilities. WordPress offers a wide variety of
templates, which accommodate a number of needs for a potential blogger. I chose a
theme that had a streamlined appearance, good contrast and sizes for all computer
monitors, and the ability to be customized (Appendix A). One customizable feature was
the header where an image or group of images is showcased. It was here that I shared
images from the Creative Commons area of the photo-sharing site Flickr, a popular Web
2.0 participatory site. Each image is of an art museum from around the world including,
the Museum Brandhorst, Victoria and Albert Museum, Museum of Islamic Art, the
Hirshhorn Museum and Sculpture Garden, the Toronto Museum subway station, the
Vatican Museums, the Brooklyn Museum, and the Acropolis Museum. In addition to
customization opportunities, my chosen theme allowed the use of sticky posts, or posts
that stay locked at the top of the blog site. The most important characteristic of a sticky
post is that it never moves; it will always be located at the very top of the first page. It is
not lumped in with all other blog posts and comments, serving as a constant element of
the blog. See Illustration 1.
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Illustration 1:

Homepage of WordPress blog site. This figure illustrates my use of a
sticky post.

Located to the right of the posts, a column categorizes and lists hyperlinks. These
are included to aid the online visitor in locating specific information, such as links to
other participant’s posted stories or links to various art museum websites (Appendix A).
In addition to the main “Home” page, I chose to create one static page labeled “About,”
which included information about the research project, the person behind the blog (me),
and my photograph (Appendix A). The content of the “About” page was an attempt to
personalize this online experience. Every aspect of my blog was customized and
formatted to fit snugly into the research.
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The email invitations could not officially go out until the blog was finalized. I
began the first draft of invitations with too much information and an extremely formal
tone. I changed this significantly to account for people’s inbox sizes as well as my desire
to sound genuinely excited to engage rather than scholastically obligated to consult with
potential contributors. This email invitation mirrors the language used in the blog,
inviting people to share an experience they have had with an art museum’s web site.
Merriam (1998) provided much of the strategy for choosing who would receive the email
invitations, blending two different sample selection types: (a) nonprobability, including
those participants that I contacted through my personal contacts, a school email list, and a
museum-focused discussion board; and (b) purposeful, using a snowball or chain method
to encourage participants to invite others through forwarding the email invitation or
sharing a link to the blog (Merriam, 1998, pp. 60-66).
I invited 12 of my personal contacts to contribute to the blog, and then invited 24
of my graduate school peers. This composite group was a nonprobability sample; I
personally knew most of them and could identify common interests, for example many of
them studying art museums as I was. I invited these people not because of their invested
interest in museums, but simply because I had access to their email addresses. The
sample’s common background with my own became apparent in the data that was
received.
In addition to this group, I posted an invitation on a museum discussion board,
where hundreds of people subscribe in order to stay up-to-date with museum happenings.
Using this specific discussion board, I figured anyone coming from this online space
would be more invested in museums than a random sampling of online users. Initially, I
did not think the majority of the study’s participants would come from a museum
background, however, I discovered that many of my contacts are involved with or
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employed by various cultural institutions. More specific information about the various
participants is shared in the following chapter.
Additionally, I attempted to include a purposeful sampling of participants,
specifically through the snowball method (Merriam, 1998). I hoped to have the initial
recipients of the email invitation share the email with their personal contacts, thereby
spreading the blog’s hyperlink to many more people. Not wanting the dissemination of
the invitation to rely solely on the initiative of the invited participants, I also began
posting the invitation information on my personal Facebook wall. Due to the accessibility
of a publically published blog as well as the visibility of Facebook posts through both my
profile and the profiles of others, anyone that happened to be online at a particular time
could gain access to the blog. This sort of sampling, however evident in many online
venues, did not seem to provide as many participants as the nonprobability or purposeful
samples.
This study included criterion-based sampling (Merriam, 1998): the participants
must have access to the Internet and must have at some time visited an art museum’s
website. The sample was dependent on my access as well, meaning I could only reach
people that have some sort of online presence (an email address, a Facebook profile, or
access to and knowledge of the blog). Forwarding the invitation or posting a link to the
blog on a Facebook profile brought people to the site, some of whom decided to
contribute. During the blog’s open time, 25 people contributed. The blog received a total
of 32 comments from October of 2011 to January of 2012. Three of those comments were
by me, so 29 postings were authored by participants. After reviewing the responses and
excluding any accidental duplicate posts as well as comments on other participant’s
blogs, the total unique contributions was 25. I was able to identify 22 participants as
known to me and 2 as unknown.
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My Interaction with the Participants
At the beginning of this research project, I wanted little to no interaction with the
participants because I thought it would skew the results or that my input would perhaps
guide the conversation too much. I genuinely wanted everything to emerge out of the
participant without me influencing any response to the main topic of conversation. While
developing the blog’s “About” page, I provided a photo of myself along with a
description of what I would be doing with the participants’ contributions, focusing mostly
on my interest and desire to hear from users of art museum websites. I wrote that I would
be reading and re-reading the posts and that I was very excited to learn more about the
participant bloggers’ online interactions with museum websites. Every piece of personal
information I included about myself led back to the topic at hand: art museum websites.
Regardless of the participant’s experience online, this blog was created with the intention
of being a welcoming venue for a wide variety of storied experiences. While I love
museums, however, it is necessary to read both successes and frustrations, and I hoped
this blog would be a place to share both. The most important part of this research was
found in hearing from the visitors themselves.
In order to receive a response from these participants and gain the amount of
detailed stories necessary, in conjunction with the email invitation and the “Welcome!”
post on the blog, it was imperative that I ask the right questions. Elliot (2005) encourages
the use of open-ended questions, focusing more on the interests of the participant rather
than the researcher. Through both tone and question structure, I tried to create a
participatory environment where the contributor would feel welcomed and invited to
share. The questions and prompt I included on the blog and inside the email invitation are
as follows:
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How do you use art museum websites? What keeps you on an art museum
website? Please tell me how you have used an art museum website.
The only requirement for the participant’s blog post was that it had to deal with an
experience with an art museum’s website. I tried to model a story structure by posting an
experience I had with a museum website, thereby jump-starting the interactions by
inviting people to comment on my story or use it as inspiration for their own (Appendix
A).
Through interacting with the participants on the blog site, I was always learning
from their stories. Although I remained a co-learner through reading and reflecting,
during the research project my dialogic relationship shifted. Throughout the research
experience, my interaction changed and shifted from observer as participant to complete
observer (Merriam, 1998). I began as a participant observer by creating the site, posting
the first story, and commenting on people’s posts. I was directly inviting people to
contribute and create content (Boeije, 2010), even creating content myself. During
October and November 2011, I replied to three different participants’ stories. I posed
questions and attempted to garner more responses or develop a conversation thread.
Although I did not receive any direct responses, I found evidence that participants were
reading each other’s posts. For example, katywilson posted a couple of links for
verivituvitalis and Liz B. commented on how other participants structured their stories. In
addition to comments, I noticed participants referring to or directly addressing fellow
contributors’ stories in their blog post. Once I saw the participants interacting with each
other (and not with me), I shifted from participant observer to complete observer. While I
was an active participant, I was more focused on following-up the participants’ stories
with questions or observations, instead of thoughtfully reading the descriptions of their
online experiences. In trying to stimulate responses, I was not effectively listening to the
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participants’ stories. I wanted to be a good listener, an important quality in a narrative
researcher, as suggested by Webster and Mertova (2007): “While questions serve the
researcher well, listening carefully to stories from the wide range of contexts in which
people tell their stories… provides the research with much valuable data and will reveal
in its own way the critical events of those involved” (p. 87). Stepping back from the
interactions allowed me to develop a different relationship with the participants, while
continuously learning with/from them. While I enjoyed seeing the participants post their
responses on the blog, once I stopped commenting I almost became more intrigued and in
tune with the posts. I read the posts differently, focusing more on what was being shared
instead of how I could follow up with something or pose a question for further
conversation. I needed to take myself out of the storytelling temporarily in order to
prepare myself to effectively and respectfully analyze the growing amount of text-based
data. As Boeije (2010) states, “qualitative research is primarily text-based…. Text
contain the natural language of those under investigation and more often than not are
detailed and unstructured” (pp. 71-72). Mining these text-based stories for meaning
began almost immediately and continued for months.
DATA ANALYSIS METHOD
Analyzing the data began as soon as the first story was shared and continued
throughout the research project (Poynter, 2010). Months of collecting data meant more
months of data analysis, which was a slow and repetitive process. Each step informed the
next step, creating a cyclical and reflective relationship with the data, or stories (Boeije,
2010). I found myself asking questions of the data, such as “Did this participant find what
he/she was seeking?” or “How did the online experience make this participant feel?,” as
well as “What was the initial reason for this participant’s visit?” This last question
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became the most intriguing because every participant shared their varied reasons for
choosing to visit a museum’s website. Initially the questions helped to organize the data,
however, the answers to the questions evolved into the structure for presenting and
analyzing the data in Chapter 4.
I was able to identify specific goals for most of the participants through their
stories. Some participants provided very specific accounts, or even included many details
of a singular online experience. Determining the differences between single-event stories,
or participants’ stories that focused on one experience on a museum website, and
compilation stories, or participants’ stories that involved many different online
explorations, was the first step in my open coding process (Boeije, 2010). If a participant
described one experience while exploring a museum’s website, it was labeled as a singleevent story. Compilation stories included more than one virtual visit in one blog post.
Once I began to separate, compare, group, and label certain stories, I tried to remind
myself what these labels could mean in regards to the narrative I would eventually tell.
Boeije (2010) advises, “A code is not just a name for a category; it has to lead to a
meaningful interpretation of the data” (p. 88). In order to further categorize each story, I
posed to myself the following questions: “What was the initial reason for this
participant’s visit?” and then “What was the outcome of the visit?” Through the words of
the participants, the single-event stories often emerged as an example of a particular
defined goal for visiting a museum website.
With each story, I was “segmenting the data into parts and reassembling the parts
again into a coherent whole” (Boeije, 2010, p. 76), often including short sections of other
participants’ stories to add more dimension and supporting accounts to the relayed
experience. As Mertova and Webster (2007) state in regards to verisimilitude, “The story
sounds true because either it reminds the reader about something that has happened to
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him/her or it opens a new window to the reader” (p. 99). Sharing these interconnected
stories provided a believable story, retold by me, and supported by multiple voices.
CONCLUSION
In narrative research, the story is the driving force. All conclusions and
connections emerge through the words of the storyteller. The participant shares feelings
and experiences, which are later retold by the researcher. I learned from each story told. I
wanted to hear personal experiences and I needed a methodology that would enable me to
collect, analyze, and retell these stories. This would not have been possible if I chose to
use quantitative data collection methods. Qualitative narrative research studies include, as
Mertova and Webster (2007) state, “two factors that both govern and justify the
methodology: the themes of human centredness and the complexity of human experience”
(p. 104). These factors enabled me to gather and make sense and meaning from the
stories that were told.
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Chapter 4: Data Analysis
This chapter includes the stories told by visitors to art museum websites. After
spending much time reading the shared narratives, common themes or goals emerged
from the participants’ stories of their experiences. The participants provided not only
their outcomes but also their journeys, sharing details and feelings along the way. All the
themes are labeled with verbs because each participant shared an active experience that
started with a goal and ended in either success or disappointment.
The organization of this chapter is based on the various goals described by the
participants, including: judging, planning, searching, discovering, and accessing. In order
to define, illustrate, and support these various themes, each section of this chapter begins
with one participant’s story. Some participants chose to focus on one single experience
encounter while visiting an art museum’s website, and these single-event stories define
each theme. For each theme, a participant who described one, well-defined goal when
visiting an art museum’s website is highlighted first, followed by supporting stories from
other participants who shared the same goal. These supporting stories add multiple voices
to a single, shared experience.

JUDGING A MUSEUM BY ITS SITE: KRIS’1 STORY
A visit to a museum’s website may instill curiosity and excitement for the
institution based on its resources, or discouragingly inhibit these feelings. Kris’ story
defines how a virtual visitor to a museum’s website judges the institution by its online

1The

names used in this study are the screen names used by the participants on the blog. No punctuation is
added and no alterations are made. I used the screen names exactly as they appeared online.
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resources. Kris had a previous relationship with the Museo del Prado, but her visit to the
museum’s website made her formulate a new opinion of the museum based on her
experience online. I retell Kris’ experience in the paragraphs that follow.
Kris has visited the Museo del Prado in Madrid, Spain several times. She
remembers seeing “a lot of amazing works there as well as some very important artists
represented there.” Because Kris is now back in the United States, she misses the time
spent in Spain and wanted to return in some way. Instead of flying back over the Atlantic,
she decided to visit the Prado’s website. Her virtual visit, however, proved to be “boring”
and “frustrating” at times.
Kris’ virtual visit started poorly due to the frustratingly long loading time of the
Prado Media page, which prompted Kris to go elsewhere: to the tab called “The
Collection.” This led her to the unimpressive online gallery section of the website. The
collection section of the website only provided Kris a search button to use in finding
artworks from the Prado’s collection. This did not meet her expectations, “I was
expecting to see pictures or different options of viewing works online.” She moved over
to the “What to See” tab and briefly checked out the tour suggestions, which offered “1,
2, and 3 hour” tours. The “In Depth” section of the site included information about
specific works of art, such as “art history, restoration, iconography, painting history, etc.”
Kris clicked on the first tab in this section and found a lot of text, which she spent some
time reading until she got bored, feeling like “a lot... was written for the art historian.”
This section did not provide any of the online interaction that she wanted, such as “a
video with a curator or a more creative way of writing up information on a painting.”
Kris found that the next two sections, “Origins” and “Exhibitions” had too much text,
which added to her boredom.
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The “Education” tab led to a disappointing experience due to the few options
provided and uninteresting resources. Kris described the “15 interesting details” sections
as “not very impressive or interesting” and then she wrote that of the videos provided that
“Nothing caught my eye and nothing looked like it would be interesting enough for me to
sit and watch for 3-5 minutes.” The Prado also provides a curriculum section with videos
for educators. Kris concluded these were “just short videos with art historical text being
dictated over scrolling images.” After exploring these links and resources, Kris reflected
back on her physical visit to the Prado and contrasted that experience with what was
provided in the website’s curriculum section: “This part was sort of a disappointment
because there are so many great works of art at this museum and I think they can be
taught in so many interesting ways that aren’t focused on art history.”
Kris found a video she enjoyed, after returning to the site’s homepage and
discovering a headline titled “Audiovisual art at the Prado.” The video showed artist
Francesco Jodice discussing “his work at the Prado on audiences in museums.” Kris
confessed, “This was the only video I watched all the way through.” She addressed how
her personal interests influenced her desire to watch this video, however, she also
addresses the wider audience that this video may interest as well: “This was the one video
on the entire website that all audiences could really relate to. Also, this was the only
video on the whole website that really made me want to go to the Prado and see his
installation.”
After visiting the Museo del Prado’s website, Kris shared her opinion of the
website as a possible source for instilling excitement in potential visitors: “Very little of
the website was directed towards younger audiences (children all the way through young
adults) and I think that could turn away a lot of potential visitors to the museum,
especially families.” She also reflected on her conflicted relationship between the
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physical site and the website: “As much as I love the Prado, if I were a potential first time
visitor, I don’t think I would go based on this website.” Although she may have a prior
relationship with a museum, Kris used their website “to determine whether they are worth
really going to in person or not.”
The next set of stories directly relate to Kris’s experience with the Prado’s
website. While I retell Kris’s story from start to finish, the following includes brief
sections from other participants’ stories, which connect to the theme of judging a
museum by its website. Other participants, including katywilson, Liz B., and
Anonymous, also expressed how they use a museum’s website to help decide whether or
not they would visit the physical museum site.
When it comes to deciding which museums are worth a visit, katywilson relies on
an institution’s website. In referring to a museum’s online presence, she stated, “I mean,
it’s 2011. If you can’t manage to have a website with relevant information and decent
usability, what are you doing with your (organizational) life?” These expectations for a
museum’s website helped katywilson eliminate institutions from her travel agenda. She
wrote that “if a place has a crappy website, that is a pretty good indicator that it is not
worth your time.” She also wrote that museums “recognize the importance of a good
website, but are often slow to make improvements on their site.” Liz B. addressed her
frustrations with slowly updated museum websites and how that situation influences her
opinion of them: “The information they have posted is incorrect…It gives off the
impression that if the museum isn’t interested in keeping their data current, why should I
visit their museum.”
Like katywilson, when Anonymous plans a trip, he/she uses the Internet to aid in
developing the itinerary. The levels of potentially engaging content found when searching
for a museum experience runs the full spectrum. Anonymous stated, “Some websites
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really draw you into what the museum has to offer whereas you may pass on a great
museum because it doesn’t seem appealing by its website.”
Getting to know an institution through its website helped Kris compare and
contrast the memories of a museum visit with the contemporary experiences on a
museum’s website, allowing her to perceive how a prospective visitor may judge the
institution. Kris, katywilson, Liz B., and Anonymous explicitly stated how a museum’s
site is an indicator of its apparent worthiness for a visit.
PLANNING A MUSEUM VISIT BEYOND DIRECTIONS AND HOURS: NATALIE’S STORY
If a museum is perceived as deserving of a physical site visit, the museum’s
website can be a reliable resource to help plan a trip. Information about gallery hours,
directions, and parking is showcased and easily found on a museum’s homepage (Streten,
2000). Current exhibition information and a calendar of events may also appear on the
homepage. Virtual visitors utilizing a museum’s online resources may search for different
types of information in order to plan a physical site visit. Natalie’s story illustrates the
benefits of extending beyond the basic logistical information needed to plan a museum
visit.
While not a current resident of New York City, Natalie spent four years in the Big
Apple. She was able to visit almost every museum in town for free through her status as a
student in master’s program. This unlimited access made museum going easy and
flexible, requiring little preparation: “I largely used the websites as a source for directions
and operating hours…. I wasn’t spending much time on the websites because I was eager
to get to the museums themselves, to let the art and exhibits be a surprise.” Her busy
schedule did not include room for museum programming or tours; each visit was selfguided. She lamented, “But then graduate school and my free admission ended.”
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After two years of unlimited museum access, Natalie graduated and “was looking
at either $20 admission fees or free nights, which meant long waits to enter the museum
and crowded exhibits.” No longer going to museums was not an option. Instead, Natalie
developed a new process for researching and planning a museum visit. She began
“spending a lot more thoughtful time on the various NYC museum websites.” A museum
experience for Natalie was now an investment, of both time and money. She wrote, “I
wanted to have some idea that I would enjoy it.” Still wanting to be surprised upon
arrival to the physical site, Natalie perused the websites of museums and the descriptions
of current exhibitions, trusting her “gut reactions to the exhibition information presented
on the website.”
Navigating the website to get information beyond the directions and operating
hours, she started conducting a more specific search to help plan her museum trips.
Natalie explained her new process through the following bulleted list:
•
Look at several possible museums, even if I thought I knew which one I
wanted to go to
•
Look at every single special exhibition page (far gone are the days of
going to a museum to see only one show)
•

See if they had any programs that looked intriguing (& free)

Using these same steps on multiple museum websites, Natalie was able to compile an
itinerary that fit within her budget (or was worth the admission fee). She could feel
confident that the exhibits were of interest, and she tried to discover what else the
museum had to offer. Overall, Natalie was able to plan her museum days with confidence
and ease using the museum’s website.
Many of the other study participants expressed their reliance on museums’
websites in order to plan a trip or supplement an itinerary. Their postings included
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anecdotes or various strategies for planning a trip. Here I include the stories that were the
most specific or overt in recounting the participants’ online planning process for a
museum visit.
Rebecca Brockman, xela854, and chandra101 always visit museum websites
before planning a trip. Rebecca Brockman looks for “exhibition postings, events that
might be fun, or other news…just to see what they have to offer.” xela854 uses websites
“more for visiting/general information purposes than looking at all the bells and whistles
that they are now providing.” She learns about the exhibitions through reading the
museum’s online information, but does not “click on any of the extra links like videos,
photos etc.” Visiting museums is one of her main goals when chandra101 plans a
vacation. Sometimes an upcoming exhibition or favorite work of art housed in a
particular institution will prompt a trip, “I will try to make sure it is up and plan to see it.”
As preparation for going to a museum, chandra101 will visit a website “several months in
advance” and the information on the site contributes to the excitement for the trip: “I love
looking forward to seeing a favorite artist or interesting curatorial concept.”
For Laura Nering, “Finding out about specific events or new exhibits keeps me
interested online.” While she prefers to see the works in person, she uses a museum’s
website to “verify hours of operation or to check current exhibitions.” Usually, Martha
Grace visits an art museum’s website “looking for general information, hours, dates for
specific exhibits, etc.” Similarly verivituvitalis admitted, “My most rudimentary use of
museum websites is for the obvious: finding the address and hours. For a long time, this
was the extent of my use.” Some museum websites do not provide much beyond this
static, rudimentary information, “They are oftentimes nothing more than the yellow pages
of the Internet.”
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Visiting a museum’s website “is usually prompted by travel,” stated Anonymous.
Aside from viewing the “basic visitor information,” Anonymous also sought the
information about the “artwork on display” and found these details “very important”
when planning a visit. Anonymous, like chandra101 and Laura Nering, acknowledged
how a museum’s website can excite a prospective visitor, “A user-friendly and
informative website can be very refreshing and has the power to really get you excited to
visit the museum.” katywilson also thought a visit to a museum’s website is helpful when
planning a trip, particularly when she wants to know the price and hours “before leaving
home.” EJC usually searches museum websites prior to visiting the physical site in order
to better plan her visit and as a way to find out “what temporary exhibitions are currently
held and to see if any meets my interest.” While others are using the museum’s official
website, JaNae Contag uses other online sources first: “I use art museum websites as an
interface to look up hours and locations, if that info isn’t already available via Google
places…. I actually find that the interface of Facebook Pages is hugely more helpful in
finding the basic information.”
Using museum websites to help plan a trip provides a prospective visitor with the
basic information he/she needs: directions, hours, admission costs, and exhibition
information. Once the trip is over, however, some visitors may desire further information
or want to continue the interaction using a museum’s website. The next stories include
examples of how some visitors followed up their museum trips with an online visit.
Following-up a Museum Visit
The experience of the actual museum often fuels a return visit to that institution’s
website. For example, Natalie’s relationship with museum websites did not end once she
planned her museum day. As long as the museum website had a “well developed
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database of artwork,” she would be back for a follow-up perusal. Natalie explained, “If I
find I am particularly struck by an artwork, I like to locate it online when I get home, so I
can continue to enjoy it beyond my experience within the museum.” Anonymous also
goes online for more interaction with a memorable artist or work of art, “After my visit to
the museum, I tend to find myself back on the website (among other websites) to obtain
more information on a particular artist or specific piece that I found interesting.”
Kris had already visited the Museo del Prado when she explored its website,
virtually returning to the institution because she missed Spain. Similarly, EJC returned to
the Victoria and Albert Museum (V&A) in London in order to follow-up a physical site
visit that took place years before. EJC had visited the V&A at least two times before she
ventured onto the website, “I never made an attempt to visit its website, although I was
quite impressed by the museum…. My actual visit to the museum website happened
some time after my last trip to London.” Remembering an engaging exhibition, EJC
visited the V&A’s website in hopes of locating some of the musical accompaniments
featured in the show. EJC wrote, hoping that “listening to the music would bring me
back, a more lively reminiscence of my pleasant days spent in London.” Although EJC
could not find the music, this was the impetus that got her/him online to discover what
the museum’s website had to offer:
The rich content of the website included various activities related to the objects
displayed at the museum. And since then, I’ve been visiting the V&A website on
a regular basis to check if any fun and unique online activities have been updated.
These “fun and unique” attributes on websites do not appeal to everyone, as xela854’s
account above on planning a trip shows. While “bells and whistles” may not have been
prevalent in the planning stage of xela854’s museums trip, she admits, “However, if I
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really enjoyed seeing a show, I will oftentimes go back to the website and do more
research or see what else they have.”
The Blanton Museum of Art’s website allowed jessicalombardi to continuously
conduct research for a class project dealing with a temporary exhibition. She writes of
“checking back to make sure that I had the facts straight, taking second and third looks at
the art itself.” The museum’s website is always open and jessicalombardi expressed that
“it’s extremely helpful to a person with a busy schedule who can’t get to the museum
easily.” When using museum websites in order to complete other research projects,
jessicalombardi commented, “I’ve been fairly satisfied every time I’ve needed to rely on
the website.” Laura Nering also took advantage of the Blanton’s website while she was
studying art history: “I used the Blanton Museum of Art’s website many times to further
research my art history topics after physically visiting… I preferred to get a sense of the
art in person then continue my research online.”
Following-up a physical site visit via the museum’s website offers the opportunity
to continue the experience beyond the museum’s walls by providing remote access to
museum resources. The resources available on a museum’s website range greatly, from
verivituvitalis’ description of some sites as the “yellow pages of the Internet,” to Kris’
explanation of text-heavy sites that seem to be “written for the art historian.” These
contrast with EJC’s discovery of “rich content [and] various activities” and
jessicalombardi’s ability to “rely on the website.” Finding these resources, regardless of
their level of excitement or relevance, is not always easy. The next collection of stories
includes the journey some virtual visitors take in order to locate specific information or
discover resources.
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SEARCHING FOR IMAGES: DAVID CULPEPPER’S STORY
David Culpepper moved to Texas after graduating from art school in Virginia. His
family still lives in Virginia, which makes the Internet an extremely useful tool in order
to keep in contact with them. He has helped bring art into his parents’ lives by
encouraging them to visit various museums and art shows, which they continue to do
even though their artist son is states away. The distance between his parents and David
Culpepper is an essential aspect of his story. After his parents visit a museum David
Culpepper is eager to share in the experience by searching online for images of the
artworks his parents saw. As such, David Culpepper’s story illustrates a potential social
value for a museum website.
One day David Culpepper’s parents, his aunt, and his uncle all travelled as a
group to the Virginia Museum of Fine Arts (VMFA) in Richmond, Virginia in order to
see a special exhibition featuring Fabergé. Through phone conversations, David
Culpepper later heard about his family’s trip to the museum: “They all went and had a
great time and told me all about specific pieces they saw.” Wanting to see what they were
talking about, David Culpepper visited the VMFA’s website. He was able to navigate the
site easily, finding a tab on the main page for exhibitions. David Culpepper located the
correct link and clicked, which brought him to “a brief description of the show and a
small history on Fabergé.” He then wanted to find some images of the “pieces my parents
were most excited about.” Just as easily as the finding the first tab to the exhibitions
section, he clicked on the images tab, but “to my disappointment they only had three
pictures available and none of them were the pieces I wanted to see. This was a little
upsetting.” David Culpepper’s disappointment extended beyond the lack of images, “The
museum took the time to make the page for the exhibit and even put up a few images, but
it was seriously lacking any content.”
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The following month, David Culpepper’s parents planned another visit to the
VMFA in order to see an exhibition of Picasso’s work. His parents once again shared
their excitement for the many artworks they saw. David Culpepper wrote, “This time my
parents are talking about a ton of different work they saw. Everything from paintings and
sculpture to hand written notes from the artist.” After hearing about his parents’
enjoyment with the show, David Culpepper wanted to know specifics, such as their
favorite pieces so he could “image search them.” He listened to their descriptions of the
works of art; however, his parents “couldn’t remember titles or anything that would give
me correct results with a search engine.” Still wanting to share this experience with his
parents, David Culpepper tried the museum’s website once again. Returning to the site
with the details his parents shared, he began his search for images from the Picasso show.
David Culpepper described that, “Low and behold they had an extensive bio and show
synopsis, but this time no images at all. Not even a tab or anything. I was greatly
disappointed.”
Instead of being able to picture his parents’ stories with accurate images located
on the institution’s website, David Culpepper was unable to locate any such resources.
His experience with the VMFA’s website did not provide him with the vicarious followup experience that he had hoped for, or the means to connect his parent’s physical site
visit to his virtual experience:
The museum seemed to be using the website as a place to just put up a couple
items to let you know that there was an exhibition. There wasn’t much more in the
vein of cataloguing than just putting up the show dates. A list of the pieces would
have been nice and would have given me an idea of how much work was being
displayed and an opportunity to look for images of the work elsewhere.
David Culpepper highlighted how easily he was able to navigate the VMFA’s website,
locating exactly where the resources he sought would/should be located. In
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disappointment, he discovered that the museum’s website was lacking content, therefore
twice keeping him from sharing his parents’ experiences with specific works of art.
David Culpepper’s search for images came up short.
Scouring
As David Culpepper’s online experience shows, easily navigating a website does
not matter, if the outcome of the search is disappointment. The museum had not posted
the resources he sought. This can be a common occurrence due to strict reproduction
rules, but all too often museum staff simply chose not to publish images of artworks
online. The inverse of David Culpepper’s journey online is also possible and equally
frustrating. The following stories describe how some of the participants had to scour the
tabs and pages of museum websites in search of desired resources. The grueling search
was frustrating even when it ended successfully.
Rebecca Brockman, tarapappas, verivituvitalis, and katywilson all used the verb
“scour” to describe their search for museum resources online. In looking for teaching
resources, Rebecca Brockman chose to visit the Seattle Art Museum’s website. She had
previously visited the museum and saw an exhibition of Nick Cave’s work. She wrote, “I
scoured their website looking for resources, of which I actually found a few.” Rebecca
Brockman also visited websites in doing “research for various papers and projects.” In
these cases, she was looking “for text, or for links to highly informative, in-depth texts
about the artists and/or exhibit.” On another occasion, like that encountered by
jessicalombardi, Rebecca Brockman needed information about a piece that was on
display at the Blanton Museum of Art, however she did not have the same good
experience:
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I spent a lot of time last fall looking for info on a piece that was on display in the
Blanton, and was sorely disappointed at the lack of data that their website had to
offer. Luckily, Google came through for me where their website failed.
She also included her feelings of confusion with the site’s lack of content, asking, “if I
could find info on that piece via some light Internet research, so too could the Blanton
research staff, and how hard would it be to post some links to more info?”
tarapappas confessed that she normally does not frequent museum websites,
except when planning a visit. She does, however, on occasion, “toy with the idea of
scouring museum websites for lesson plan ideas.” tarapappas has had some success doing
this. The Walker Art Center’s website has a teacher resource section where she found
some enjoyable artist podcasts, “although I have yet to use any of these resources in my
teaching.” Except for these podcasts from the Walker Art Center and “some great
information on ArtsConnectEd.org,” tarapappas is usually “disappointed with the teacher
resources available on the museum sites.” Maybe the time-consuming, scouring process
has something to do with that disappointment. She describes her search process in the
following way:
However, I have to admit, much of my lesson plan/teacher resource searching
turns into an endless search through which one link leads to the next, which leads
to the next…etc.… Eventually the linkages end—often resulting in a lesson plan
that was not worth the clicking.
Her “endless search” did not even yield any treasure, no inspiring gem of an educational
resource. This experience is not far from David Culpepper’s, a search that ended with
disappointment due to lack of content, although his searches quickly led to where the
resources would have been published.
While employed in museums, both verivituvitalis and katywilson were assigned
to locate and become familiar with the online resources provided by various institutions’
websites. One of verivituvitalis’ responsibilities included locating teacher resources from
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neighboring museums, which did not prove to be easy: “I literally had to scour the
websites to find information. Text link after boring text link.” The quest to locate online
museum resources left verivituvitalis wondering, “So while these museums are offering
educational resources for the public and for teachers, I have to wonder if they really
expect people to use them if they can’t even find them.” Part of katywilson’s job at the
museum was to “research programming options for future exhibitions.” Finding out
information about these exhibitions and featured artists was enjoyable, however,
katywilson “was sorely disappointed when it came time to find specific examples of
programs at other museums as well as teacher resources.” She described her experience,
“I literally spent weeks scouring museum websites in search of information that suited
my purposes and I was routinely dismayed at the lack of information and how difficult it
was to find what is out there.”
Although the word “scour” is not present in Liz B.’s story, her experience is
similar to the stories above. In order to find an internship opportunity for the summer, Liz
B. searched many museum websites, admitting, “[a]rt museum websites… that’s like
foreign territory to me.” She describes the hunt as “a strenuous process,” and stated, “It
seemed that each museum would hide their internship opportunities under different
headings.” In order to locate these, she searched through many pages before finding what
she needed. In attempting to locate exactly where an internship opportunity might be
posted, she ended up visiting, revisiting, and backtracking in order to look under every
possible heading: “education, get involved, volunteer, employment, etc.” Even after
becoming familiar with all the various types of headings museums tended to use for this
purpose, Liz B. did not find the navigation process easy: “It seemed as though you really
had to work to find the information that you needed.” Before filling out a single
application, Liz B.’s internship search was already stressful. She expressed her desire for
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a “specific place” for internships, or “a FAQ page” to help with the search. While her
quest was “strenuous,” Liz B. found a summer internship and “used art museum websites
more than I ever had before.”
Sometimes the “endless search” is successful and the online user discovers
inspiring resources. The section that follows showcases stories of successful searches that
resulted in locating inspiring museum resources.
DISCOVERING RESOURCES: IMADAMINTERN’S STORY
imadamintern was in the process of planning the activities for an upcoming event
at the museum where she works. After coming up with four activities, the ideas stopped
flowing even though she wanted to have six; she was “absolutely stumped!” She entered
“lesson plans in museums” into Google, doing “what any digital native would do.” Many
museums appeared in the search results. The J. Paul Getty Museum’s website “had the
most useful information.” When using the museum website’s search function, “you can
choose a grade level, from lower elementary up to adult learners, and you can choose a
subject” when trying to locate education resources. Tailoring the query to fit to her
museum’s upcoming event, she entered a grade level within the middle school range and
included visual arts for the subject search. Much like the results of her previous Google
search, imadamintern’s results were plentiful, “My search yielded 84 museum activities!”
In conjunction with her initial Google search for museums with online education
resources, imadamintern sifted through them in order to find the activities most relevant
or applicable:
Of course not all of them were something I could do at my event due to either
collection specifications, or space allocations, or staff limitations, but I found a lot
of activities that I could custom fit to my museum’s collection and specific event.
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Finding inspiration from other institutions through the resources on museum websites
helped imadamintern when she was feeling “stumped and out of ideas.” Also, she
explained, “I find that I get a lot of really amazing ideas from seeing what other museums
have done in the past with their collection or temporary exhibitions.” Upon discovery of
the Getty’s website’s search function and easily located resources, imadamintern shared,
“This website is now bookmarked and I feel I will look to it often.”
The searchable education resources on the J. Paul Getty Museum’s website were
well organized and easily accessible for imadamintern, thereby assisting her when she
was in need of ideas. The following stories tell of other ways a museum’s website helped
to inspire new ideas or add to an existing project. I also included the story I posted on the
thesis blog, as it directly relates to the others’ stories.
Like imadamintern, chandra101 looks to museum websites for examples from
which to gain inspiration. While some sites “almost had too much information,”
chandra101 speculates regarding the potential benefits from visiting other museum’s sites
when one is employed at a museum:
When working in the museum, seeing how another museum has presented a
certain artist or exhibition can offer a lot of insight and inspiration as to how you
will work with it. Even if it is not the same artist, seeing a great educational idea
can be inspiring across the board. It is also helpful to try to learn from their
missteps.
Aside from work-related inspiration, chandra101 also described her relationship with
websites as an art lover. She writes that visiting a site is “great for finding more images or
biographical information” and she goes on to relay the importance of “having their
collection online and having it be easily searchable.” These resources and search tools
“tell you a lot about the career of an artist.”
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Meg Reicher explored museum websites as both an art lover and as a museum
employee. A virtual trip to the Guggenheim’s website included “a plethora of information
on current and past exhibitions, current and past offsite projects, and an opportunity for
visitors of the website to participate in online forums and conversations.” With all of
these resources and links to other sites or online experiences, Meg Reicher confessed, “I
could spend hours, literally, exploring this site and its offshoots.” While interning in a
museum, Meg Reicher was asked to “revamp… curriculum guides.” She prepared by
visiting various museum websites, “both art and historical.” The sampling of educational
resource guides she found “proved to be a great resource and inspiration.” Additionally,
Meg Reicher easily accessed these digital resources; she stated, “It was really helpful to
have the guides available at a click.”
For Bridget, curriculum guides from museum websites help enhance instruction in
her high school English classroom. Bridget shared her use of one particular museum site,
“I have searched the Art Institute of Chicago’s website for lesson plans that will enhance
my instruction. This site is extremely easy to navigate, and I plan to refer to it throughout
this school year.” In addition to the specific teacher resources available online, Bridget
also referred her students to museum websites, “I encourage students to access art
museum websites when researching. The images that are available are particularly helpful
for the visual learner.” Like Meg Reicher, having easy access to resources online helped
Bridget in her work. For an activity involving comparing and contrasting two different
paintings, Bridget explained how readily available images were through museum
websites:
The art museum websites allow me to access this material in an efficient and
reliable manner. With the use of Smartboard technology, I am able to open the
site, find the needed image, and display it to the class in a few minutes.
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Works of art have helped Bridget’s students grasp new concepts, such as classical
allusions. She detailed how students learned from a digitally reproduced work of art:
Recently, my students were assigned the word bacchanalian. Several of the
students did not know about the Bacchus, so I was able to access an art museum
website—I entered Caravaggio’s Bacchus. Students were immediately able to
conceptualize the new vocabulary word by associating it with the paintings. By
juxtaposing two paintings by Caravaggio, students were also able to speculate the
social commentary of the artist. It was very successful. Students were able to
learn a new word, and they were introduced to a significant artist.
Art museum websites not only assisted Bridget in lesson planning and development, but
also aided her students in defining and conceptualizing ideas through images. Digital
reproductions accessed through a museum’s website helped to “illustrate” concepts, time
periods, or vocabulary.
Martha Grace usually visits museum websites for the general information needed
in planning a visit. One morning, however, she visited the Chrysler Museum of Art’s
website in order to prepare for her book club meeting. The selected book for that month
was Strapless by Deborah Davis (2003). She wanted to “augment the book” with
“information about John Singer Sargent and his painting Madame X.” From the
Chrysler’s website, Martha Grace “was able to print out five pages of data and view
several of Sargent’s other paintings.” After this online experience, Martha Grace realized,
“Now I know art museum websites are where I want to go when I am seeking ‘food for
thought’ and answers concerning art questions.”
Alex Ritzenberg visited a museum website in order to answer some art questions
“about the historical origins of Día de los Muertos.” She found those answers on the
Mexic-Arte Museum’s website. Museum websites do not inspire Alex Ritzenberg “as
much as the museums themselves.” When looking for a “reliable source of information,”
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however, the museum website provided “information about works of art, or
holidays/cultural traditions on which a particular museum is a reliable authority.”
Alice Novak also used art museum websites as a reliable source of information. In
addition to planning an upcoming trip, she referred to various museum websites when
preparing for an art history lecture “for the purpose of reviewing the Museum’s summary
interpretation of a piece I have included.” She goes on to write, “These Museums have
amazing Collections Databases and those entries, however brief, often provide insight
beyond art history texts and reflect current scholarship.”
As retold above, Rebecca Brockman discovered a few resources on the Seattle Art
Museum’s website after scouring the site. During her search, she also used Google, which
led her to the museum’s YouTube channel where she spent most of her time: “This got
me thinking—museum websites that I’ve spent a lot of time with, or shared with friends,
what did they all have in common? Video!” When looking for resources for her
classroom, Rebecca Brockman described that “Collections of videos either about the
exhibition, about the artists, about the installation/de-installation, or any other related
topic are so much more engaging than text.” Although YouTube is not a museum
website, institutions often create their own channel or link to YouTube through the
official website.
Some institutions, however, include videos directly on the museum’s website. I
shared on the blog a story of my own about searching for intriguing content online. I
sought a video. When spending time on museum websites, I look for an experience I
cannot normally have in the physical space, such as an artist interview or a behind-thescenes perspective. My love/hate relationship with artist Sol LeWitt prompted me to find
footage of his site-specific works, which were undergoing de-installation by being erased.
San Francisco Museum of Modern Art’s (SFMOMA) website had just the sort of media I
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was looking for: a short, time-lapsed video of a crew painting over Sol LeWitt’s wall
drawings. The video loaded quickly and the footage was of high quality. Along with a deinstallation video, there were other videos and interviews that were conveniently linked at
the bottom of the page. I liked that not only was the first video easy to locate, but also
that the museum provided me with further media to continue my exploration:
Through watching these videos on SFMOMA’s site, I was able to see some of the
behind-the-scenes work that goes into a large, site-specific work of art that’s
located in a museum I’ve never visited. In the end, it also extended my
relationship with Sol LeWitt’s work, adding to my understanding and
appreciation for artists working large and needing assistance.
Videos provide a different experience online when contrasted to text-heavy pages or
image databases. Like Rebecca Brockman, I find videos to be a more engaging way to
learn about an artist, particularly if it is coming from the artist him/herself.
SFMOMA’s website also provided verivituvitalis with an engaging experience
when discovering one of the site’s “toys.” verivituvitalis shared how images are static and
not always fun, and described one such surprisingly engaging experience:
SFMOMA’s website has this fancy little “Artscope” tool which allows you to
view their collection as a mosaic from afar that you can zoom, zoom, zoooom in
and out of and navigate at will. Even though the images are static, the user is
actually doing something, going somewhere.
While this activity is interactive, verivituvitalis addresses how art museum websites label
various media as such, even though they do not always actively engage the visitor. She
wrote, “I’ve noticed a number of museums… where you can click ‘Interact’ but it’s
usually just videos. Videos are awesome and I think watching an artist work is really
fascinating, but it’s not interaction. It’s passive information absorption.”
Finding media and resources through a museum’s website can provide lesson plan
ideas, like Bridget’s experience, or help a museum professional develop activities or aid
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in the development of an institution’s resources. For verivituvitalis, the interaction is
important. Aside from the types of media available, be it a static database or an
interactive game, visiting a museum’s website provides access remotely from the
museum. The following stories deal with virtual access, including a focus on the global
community and suggestions from other participants regarding extending a museum’s
presence worldwide.
ACCESSING FROM A DISTANT COUNTRY: ASHLEYGALE’S STORY
AshleyGale currently resides in Istanbul, Turkey. Her geographic location is
essential to this story, which is retold in the following paragraphs. She teaches “a private
language course to adults primarily in the working world who are trying to learn English
for their jobs.” Engaging her students with an hour-long speaking session, she normally
focuses on the interests of the students to encourage a conversation. The topic for one
particular class was art and museums. AshleyGale was shocked, “I discovered that almost
all of my students had never been to a museum outside of Turkey.” According to
AshleyGale, it is very difficult and expensive for a citizen of Turkey to leave the country.
She explained, “They need an expensive visa. They must apply for this months in
advance and do all but jump through hoops to obtain this visa, which at any time can be
flatly denied with no reason.” After learning about this difficulty from her students and
hearing about their desire to explore great museums, AshleyGale contacted me about my
research.
She had seen a post I shared on my Facebook wall about my thesis, where I
included plenty of links to museums around the world. She distributed links to various
museum websites to the members of her conversation class. On my thesis blog she shared
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the class’ experience and reflected on her opinion versus her students’ reactions to the
websites:
The next class, I distributed the website[s] and we even visited a few of the
museums together and talked about art and talked about the museums. Sure, some
of the links weren’t 100% perfect and some of the websites were difficult to
navigate. I also believe there is nothing more important than seeing the artwork in
person to be able to get the real affect. However, for my students who will
probably never be able to travel to these museums, these websites were amazing.
This class session showed both AshleyGale and her students various museums through
their respective websites. AshleyGale also reflected on her opinions of websites as
substitutes for “seeing the artwork in person.” She expressed a new outlook in regards to
virtually experiencing an art museum and the works housed within it:
I personally never thought much about using a museum website for the purpose of
being able to view artwork. In the past I would probably have scoffed and turned
my nose up at this idea. But having had this experience with my students, which
truly—no exaggeration here—was groundbreaking to some of them, I really see
the benefits of these websites.
Not only was AshleyGale surprised by the reactions of her students, but also she changed
her mind about an online museum experience. Not everyone has the capacity to travel to
museums. She writes:
Sometimes we forget just how difficult it can be to actually see these masterpieces
up close and personal. It’s amazing to me that through the Internet, one living far
away and without potential access to travel could still attempt to participate in the
artworld.
Geographic location should not keep someone from participating in and being an active
member of the artworld along with experiencing what a museum has to offer. The next
stories all address the topic of access through a museum’s website, both applauding its
potential for extending access and critiquing its incorporation into museum resources.
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In tarapappas’ description, retold above of teacher resources available online, the
topic of content and its relevance to remote visitors closes her story. tarapappas described
how the teacher resource section of sites she visited tended to focus on serving teachers
working in close proximity to the museum. Some sites “seem to be more focused on
advertising workshops and local events than providing RESOURCES that could benefit
teachers from other areas. I understand that the primary focus… is to provide information
for teachers planning a class visit,” but, tarapappas goes on to suggest “it would be great
if museums spent a little more time attempting to reach the more expansive GLOBAL
community, as well as their immediate, local communities.”
Along with tarapappas, katywilson highlighted the global community in relation
to museum websites in writing, “museums should try to share their collections with the
global community.” Additionally, katywilson provided suggestions about the actual
experience while on a website, including some of her personal feelings, which are similar
to AshleyGale’s:
I feel that museums should see their website as an extension of their institution
and strive to make it as nice to visit as the galleries themselves (not that anything
can replace actually standing in front of a work of art, but an effort can be made
here).
Anonymous included a similar expectation linking the in-person experience with
the online: “The internet makes everything available at your fingertips and why wouldn’t
a museum’s website be just as interactive, informative and engaging as going to the
museum in person.”
As AshleyGale pointed out, visiting in-person may be limited by your geographic
location. Juli, another thesis blogger, briefly addressed a possible obstacle when wanting
to visit a museum:
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It has been sooooo long that I have been to the Museum physically, that I feel this
Museum Website Experience is a wonderful idea. Many Seniors are unable to be
a part of the Museum experience because of their Handicaps. How included we
feel now, Thanks to the Museum Web Site.
Meg Reicher shared, “One of the other reasons I visit museum websites is to virtually
explore exhibitions I cannot physically attend.” She used the website to participate in the
experience or explore what others who have visited in person shared through uploaded
pictures, writings, or posted comments.
For verivituvitalis, the museum’s website could be doing much more,
emphasizing the opportunities that could not be physically possible:
Now that I think about it, that might be what frustrates me about art museum
websites: there’s just not enough art! I think about all of the possibilities of
juxtaposing images from current and past exhibitions, permanent collections and
items on loan. Why aren’t museums doing this? There are so many possibilities
that could play out in a virtual environment that would be impossible in a physical
environment.
The virtual environment is not a replacement for the institution’s physical one, but should
extend of it.
CONCLUSION
As detailed throughout this chapter, accessing a museum through its virtual portal
provides various opportunities for exploration. From disappointing searches to exciting
discoveries, museum websites offered a wide spectrum of experiences. Many of the
stories included similar observations or suggestions, such as maintaining an up-to-date
site or providing information relevant to those visitors far away from the physical site.
While these bloggers represent a small sampling of visitor experiences on museum
websites, the stories helped to personalize common frustrations and successes.
In the next and concluding chapter, I attempt to catalogue the various goals and
expectations that this study’s participants expressed. Surprisingly, every participant
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arrived at a museum’s website anticipating a hopeful outcome and with an expressed goal
in mind. Using their stories, I attempt to define and describe why some participants
experienced success while others felt disappointment. Do these participants have
unrealistic expectations? What other factors could contribute to frustrating moments
while exploring online? Additionally, I compose and provide suggestions for museum
websites from both the study’s participants as well as some of the scholars cited in
Chapter 2. The driving question I posted on this study’s blog, “How do you use art
museum websites?” was answered in the above stories; however what these stories mean
is shared in the following chapter.
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Chapter 5: Defined Goals and High Expectations
Reading, rereading, and retelling the stories shared by the participants for this
thesis research offered multiple avenues for describing the various experiences of these
online visitors to art museum websites. Posing the question “How do you use art museum
websites?” garnered many responses from the participants, each with a specific goal or
expectation when embarking on the online journey. The previous chapter was organized
according to the themes that emerged from the participants’ stories. In the proposal stage
of this thesis process, I did not think there would be so many different reasons for a
virtual visit, nor could I have assumed how eloquently these experiences would be
detailed. Discovering the many reasons why a visitor travels to a museum’s website was
the most informational and eye-opening aspect of this study. Every participant included a
specific reason, or list of reasons, for why he/she went onto a museum’s website. Not one
person confessed to simply browsing the website without some sort of goal, which was a
misconception I held and likely developed through the idea of “surfing the Web.” These
various reasons for visiting museum websites were often linked to the participant’s
occupation or the desire to plan, continue, or supplement a visit to the museum itself.
Thankfully, these experiences were not only relayed with details, but also the participants
often shared the emotional reactions that arose while embarking on the online journey.
These emotions caused me to focus my increased attention on certain stories, even
linking some of them to others based on contrasting feelings about a particular online
incident.
By connecting and linking stories together, this chapter draws conclusions about
these participants’ virtual visits to art museum websites, trying to discern why some
participants felt frustration while others achieved success. Given the participants’
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relationships or connections to me, some of these conclusions are directly influenced by
what I know of these participants’ backgrounds and what their expectations may be. I
also connect the participants’ suggestions for successful websites to what scholars and
researchers recommend. The last few sections of this chapter include suggestions for
further research along with descriptions of how this thesis research benefits the field of
art education.
When visiting museum websites, the participants all had specific goals in mind
and provided detailed answers to the question, “How do you use art museum websites?”
Through many stories, multiple responses to this question emerged, debunking the myth
of the casual visitor. As Hamma (2004) described in his visitor study with the Getty
Museum, “People do not come to the Getty or its Web site without expectation, without a
goal of some sort” (Cataloguing and User Access section, para. 8). The following section
further explores the meaning behind these identified goals, or if there are any connections
between them. Additionally, I offer interpretations regarding what these interactions may
mean for museums.
ALWAYS A GOAL: DIFFERENT REASONS FOR VISITING
Defining each participant’s goal for visiting museum websites based on the
account they provided was the most informative way of categorizing the data and aided in
contextualizing the stories. I organized the previous chapter according to how I imagined
someone would use a museum’s website. First, the visitor would begin by either
purposefully or accidentally judging the museum by its homepage and other online
identities. Second, if the museum seemed worth a visit, the user could plan a trip to the
physical site. If the visitor were unable to enter the physical gallery space, maybe he/she
would search for specific or supplemental information. For someone who could go to the
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museum, he/she may use the museum’s website to follow up that visit online, thereby
discovering an inspiring resource and extending whatever was enjoyed in the gallery
space. The final section represented a shift from how an online visitor might navigate a
website to where that visitor may be when going online. They can be situated anywhere
in the world where Internet access is available.
Kris and katywilson both determined a museum’s worthiness by its website.
While judging may be more of an outcome than a goal for visiting museum websites, the
study’s participants shared in detail their online experiences, which resulted in a clear and
decided impression of the institution. katywilson states that a bad website “is a pretty
good indicator that it is not worth your time.” The study’s participants described
formulating a decision in order to assess whether or not the museum appeared to be an
interesting destination, all based on their experiences while on the website. If other
prospective visitors formulate their first or lasting opinions of a museum by its website,
this is a major incentive for the official website to be relevant, easy to navigate, and
somewhat engaging. As Vogel (2011) states:
For some museums, Web sites function as the main entrance. Attendance at the
Indianapolis Museum of Art in 2010 was 430,000 visitors, but its Web site had
almost one million users who could view the museum’s collections, watch videos
and contribute to blogs. (para. 20)
A much larger audience may be reached through the museum’s website, and some of
these online visitors might use that site to plan a trip to the museum. In my study,
planning a trip was the most common reason for deciding to go online to a museum’s
website.
While the amount and depth of exploration varied from participant to participant,
the information accessed through the website helped the visitor find out the necessary
details in order to go to the museum itself. Rebecca Brockman, xela854, and chandra101
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described how they “always” visit a museum’s website when planning a vacation
itinerary or future museum visit. Information regarding the museum’s physical site is
usually the easiest to find online and rarely requires much of a time commitment,
searching: the address, parking, directions, hours, and admission fees are often a constant
on a museum’s website. As stated previously in Chapter 2, these staples were the basis
for the earliest museum websites. Streten (2000) provides a more detailed description of
the early museum website: “It is hardly surprising therefore that the earliest websites,
including museum websites, were based on a pre-existing form of media, that being the
brochure” (Brochures a dirty word section, para. 2). Sumption (2006) also alludes to this
history, when writing about “the emergence of the first generation of on-line cultural
expressions. These were the electronic brochures, tour sites and early experimental
interactive cultural institutional Web sites” (First Generation Virtual Museums section,
para. 1). Brochures provide information in an easy-to-locate manner and do not normally
change for long periods of time. Thankfully, museum websites have grown to include
many dynamic elements, such as videos, interviews, interactive games, and more.
Museum websites will continue to evolve “beyond the museum-centred websites of the
past into the more balanced and rich sites of the future” (Streten, 2000, Conclusion
section, para. 1). Many of the participants in this study went on a journey anticipating
finding the rich websites of the present. While some achieved success, others found
disappointment.
After a visitor has had a physical museum site visit, he/she may want to explore
and learn more information through the resources available online. Most of the
participants expressed desires to extend museum learning and follow-up online when
something in the gallery is of heightened interest. These post-visit experiences bring the
museum outside of its walls, creating a potentially deeper relationship between visitor
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and institution, utilizing online media “designed to offer additional diverse and
personalised information to individuals who already visit the museum” (Galani &
Chalmers, 2010, p. 160). When the visitor has not visited the museum, or may have
missed a temporary exhibition, he/she should be able to still have some type of
experience through the museum website. David Culpepper’s story is one example of an
absence of content prohibiting the opportunity to blend virtual and physical museum
visits. Unfortunately, he was unable to connect to his parent’s trip through the museum’s
online materials. His search did not include a website with relevant content that was able
to “foster shared experiences for combined on-site and off-site audiences” (Galani &
Chalmers, 2010, p. 160). Without a previous site visit, some online content is just not
relevant to a remote user. For example, Streten (2000) explains the organization of a
particular museum’s website:
Yet we are still in a position of offering content based on our own activities, until
recently the Research pages of the site were more focused on the research we do
here than on the resources we have for researchers. The education, entertainment
and information remit of museums remains and visitors expect an authoritative
voice as much in our virtual as our physical incarnations, but they equally expect
to find that information easily and clearly. (Brochures a Dirty Word, para. 7)
Locating inspiring resources can be arduous or rewarding, albeit with the museum
website assumed to be a reliable source. Successfully finding a resource requires
familiarity with how various search functions work or knowledge of which area of a
website a particular type of information is normally located. Each searcher is hopeful that
his/her specific outcome will be satisfying, such as finding a particular work of art, an
engaging lesson plan idea, or a thought-provoking podcast. In her experience with
museum resources, Bridget was able to locate specific images to help her students learn a
new vocabulary word, and then extend the conversation to other topics based on the
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appropriate artist and time period. Horwitz and Intemann (2007) describe what particular
types of online resources inspire or supplement lessons:
Outlines, teaching ideas, suggestions, Internet links are all more valuable than
trying to design a one size fits all lesson…It seems providing structure and easy
access to information, activities, and collections is the most valid way to set up a
museum site. (Finding Appropriate Web Sites section, para. 1)
In addition to having inspiring online resources, the above quote alludes to the actual set
up of a website. Certain tools can aid visitors in locating materials, such as sophisticated
search functions or clear labels for tabs or links. In imadamintern’s story, she described
how easily she was able to customize her search on the Getty Museum’s website. She
expressed her desire to continuously return when in need of new ideas due to the success
and ease of her experience. Finding an easy-to-use, engaging museum website is
motivating, and the multitude of resources and possibilities for exploration only add to a
visitor’s desire to return for more information.
Museum websites that are rich in content make visitors want to return, or may
possibly become the only way a visitor can access a particular museum. Being able to
experience a museum more thoroughly, or even for the first time through its online
resources, provides exciting opportunities for those whose access may be geographically
limited. As described in AshleyGale’s story, many of her students in Turkey are unable to
travel out of the country due to strict travel regulations. Her students’ virtual experiences
with various art museums’ websites were essential in order to enter art museums located
around the world. Her story shared a glimpse of how remote access could possibly serve
the global community (assuming the online content is relevant to visitors around the
world). Sumption (2006) optimistically states:
In part, museums’ willingness to embrace the Web was driven by the tantalizing
opportunity it held out to expand scholarly outreach. At the same time it promised
a truly global audience for knowledge products which as mere exhibitions and
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publications might have reached only small, specialist, local audiences. For our
collections, the Web also promised exciting new possibilities: freed from their
physicality and locale, their digital simulacra were theoretically free to travel
anywhere at anytime. (Introduction section, para. 3)
Like Sumption’s quote above, AshleyGale’s experience when sharing museum websites
provided an optimistic and encouraging account of how these sites could be used. In
order for global audiences to want to visit, however, the information must extend beyond
museum-centric data and be relevant and interesting to a multitude of visitors.
The participants in this study shared many stories, and Chapter 4 includes my
retelling of these narratives. Their stories described positive and negative experiences,
with emotions ranging from elation and excitement to frustration and disappointment.
The success stories provided valuable details and examples of effective museum website
experiences. In addition to these positive accounts, the more critical stories or tales of
frustration provided opportunities to discuss and present suggestions in order to improve
or adjust museum websites. After rereading many of the stories that included dead ends
or endless searches, I began to wonder if the backgrounds and the expectations of the
participants were a factor in the level of disappointment they encountered. What do these
stories reveal about the participants? What was it about these experiences that was
frustrating? What expectations do these visitors have for what they will discover online?
How do other online experiences compare? I attempt to answer these questions in the
following section.
DO THESE PARTICIPANTS JUST HAVE OVERLY HIGH EXPECTATIONS?
Specific goals accompany and foster high expectations, or at least make the
visitor include and seek a defined, hopeful outcome. In regards to both the participants
and their various goals, this specific group may have high expectations for two reasons:
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most are affiliated with the arts in some way and many participants are of a generation
that is familiar with technology.
As stated in the previous chapter, I am aware that the majority of contributors are
familiar with what museums or cultural institutions have to offer, most of them being
frequent visitors to the physical sites of multiple institutions. For example, in Kris’s story,
she included descriptions of what she encountered while exploring the Prado Museum’s
Website, a museum she has visited while in Spain multiple times. She was disappointed
by the excessive amount of text that appeared on the website as well as the content,
including descriptions lamenting the art history focus for a museum. She stated that there
are “so many great works of art at this museum and I think they can be taught in so many
interesting ways that aren’t focused on art history.” Kris also included her expectations
for the media published on the website. After exploring their sites, her expectations were
not met and the few options were disappointing. In contrast to Kris’s experience, EJC
was excited about exploring the content published on the Victoria & Albert Museum’s
website, when she wrote “I’ve been visiting the V&A website on a regular basis to check
if any fun and unique online activities have been updated.” Content on museum sites runs
the full spectrum of engaging and relevant to boring and stale, all depending on the
visitor’s goal or expectation and the quality of what the museum has provided. While
Kris was not excited about text, Rebecca Brockman was looking “for text, or for links to
highly informative, in-depth texts” when conducting research while on a museum’s
website. This provides evidence of the difficulty in keeping a museum website relevant
and engaging for a wide range of audiences appearing from all corners of the Internet.
EJC anticipates updates to the V&A’s website. She wants to see new and exciting
media, and checks back regularly to see if information has been added. The time it takes
for institutions to update their websites varies greatly, with some changing daily and
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others staying static for months. katywilson acknowledges that museums “recognize the
importance of a good website, but are often slow to make improvements.” Media
published on the Internet can be altered quickly as long as the resources are available,
however this timeline changes when dealing with an institution that is in the business of
reliable information, as is a museum. Museums take great time and pride in publishing
any material affiliated with the institution, thereby making the speed at which museum
websites change vary significantly, depending on the museum’s staff or focus. Some
institutions have integrated more up-to-date elements or publication tools in order for the
website to include various outlets for the virtual visitor. As Bernstein (2008) addresses,
“On our [The Brooklyn Museum’s] website, information is thoroughly vetted, like any
other official publication from the Museum; but our blog allows for much quicker, direct
communication from staff” (Blogs section, para. 1). The Brooklyn Museum’s blog is
integrated into the museum’s official website, meaning it can be accessed from the
homepage and is not housed on an external website. When building a museum’s online
identity, Walsh (2010) asserts that websites should “always be built with the assumption
of change and provisionality” (p. 233). This does not mean that content needs to change
hourly, but the published online content should be recent and relevant, in order to avoid
being “the yellow pages of the Internet,” as labeled by verivituvitalis. The Brooklyn
Museum is an example of an institution’s excellent use of technology. Institutions could
also incorporate other publishing elements (and many museums do), such as a staffwritten blog, onto the official website to keep visitors up-to-date (Bernstein, 2008).
Museums should update online content regularly in order to stay relevant and keep
visitors like EJC excited to return.
Many of the participants are digital natives, using computers and handheld
devices seamlessly in order to complete work, research, or social tasks. This familiarity
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and comfort may contribute to the level of frustration or disappointment when the online
visitor is unable to access information he/she expects to be present, thus creating “a gap
between expectation and reward” (Anderson, 1999, p. 141). Liz B. questioned any site
that does not include updated or correct information, as she proposes, “It gives off the
impression that if the museum isn’t interested in keeping their data current, why should I
visit their museum.” Online visitors that are familiar with the Internet and how easily
some information can be located find that not being able to follow up with a museum’s
website due to lack of content is highly discouraging. Rebecca Brockman wrote of her
disappointment with one museum’s online resources by posing the question, “How hard
would it be to post some links to more info?” JaNae Contag explained how visiting a
museum’s Facebook page, not its official museum website, provided the most recent
information:
[I] was able to find relevant information, photographs, a recent interview videoed
with an artist showing, and upcoming and past events on this FB [Facebook]
page, while the actual website focused more on exhibition imagery, there were
many tabs to muddle through, and the information seemed more generalized
instead of more NOW/RECENT.
The participants’ familiarity with technology and the various online portals that exist may
contribute to higher expectations for what should be present on a museum’s website. If
these visitors are unable to find resources, other websites or online searching strategies
may solve the problems. When users want to continue exploring or engaging with
museum content, going to the museum’s website should provide what they are seeking.
Thomas and Carey (2005) hypothesize a link between age and expectations of online
content, when stating, “younger respondents might simply expect this type of [online]
interaction as their interests develop,” and that “museums should provide post-visit
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educational content to complement their in-house resources” (Survey Results section,
Question 9).
How often should museums update their online content in order to satisfy digital
natives and inexperienced online tourists alike? How much and what types of information
and resources do visitors expect to find while searching the museum’s website? These
questions come from this study’s participants, and are reinforced by suggestions made by
Walsh (2010). In writing of the Internet’s possibilities he states, “the medium should be
used for what it can do and what other media cannot do: it should not merely duplicate
what has traditionally, and probably more effectively, been done in print” (p. 233).
Virtual visitors explore museum websites for a variety of reasons, many of which have
been identified and defined in the previous paragraphs and chapters.
FRUSTRATIONS AND SUCCESSES: TECHNOLOGY’S RELATIONSHIP
As was previously acknowledged, the majority of this study’s participants is
comfortable with and actively uses various online technologies. Searching for resources
online includes a variety of steps and strategies. When a specific technology does not
function properly or is not easily utilized, online users of all experience levels become
frustrated or discouraged, “We get the Web. It’s part of our life. And we just want to use
the services that make our life better” (Anderson & Wolff, 2010, second Blame Us
section, para. 3).
Those participants who defined their search process with the verb “scour” wrote
stories of hidden resources or hours of searching; tarapappas even described her search as
“endless.” Usability and navigation should be at the basis of website design, making the
journey less agonizing and more rewarding. If the museum is taking the time to create
such resources, the design of the website should facilitate easy location. verivituvitalis
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opened, “while these museums are offering educational resources for the public and for
teachers, I have to wonder if they really expect people to use them if they can’t even find
them.” katywilson was also surprised and disappointed with “how difficult it was to find
what is out there.” Sometimes the information or resource is present, but the actual
hardware or Internet connection interrupts the experience. As Kris described when
pointing out how long certain pages took to load, the extensive loading time caused her to
explore elsewhere. In an article providing web designers advice for how to best
accommodate teachers and students, Horwitz and Intemann (2007) provide this
suggestion: “A good user-friendly site for a student has to be simply stated with clear
instructions, and it must take the student directly to where he wants to look and it must
have an interactive element” (Web Designers and Teachers section, para. 1). While this
statement is a recommendation for students, I think it applies to most virtual visitors.
While technologies of all types are fraught with their issues and bugs, not all
frustrations stem from problems with usability or navigation. Some frustrating moments
and disappointing outcomes occur because of the lack of content or the low quality of
resources. It is important to acknowledge that the majority of this study’s participants are
very familiar with the art world and what museums have to offer. David Culpepper
described his feelings while searching for specific images his parents saw on their visits
to the museum, when he wrote:
The museum seemed to be using the website as a place to just put up a couple
items to let you know there was an exhibition. There wasn’t much more in the
vein of cataloguing than just putting up the show dates. A list of the pieces would
have been nice and would have given me an idea of how much work was being
displayed and an opportunity to look for images elsewhere.
David Culpepper did not have any problems navigating the site; the only difficulty was
with what he found once he had arrived at the correct area. Rebecca Brockman was also
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disappointed with what was published on a museum’s website, making her appreciative
of other online avenues, “Luckily, Google came through for me where their website
failed.” Again, this participant did not have any trouble navigating through the site, and
even came up with an alternative solution to a content problem. Kris was not pleased with
her media options on the Prado site, but did not cite any problems locating materials.
On the other hand, being able to find resources successfully resulted in
excitement, and may even lead to planning an on-site trip to the museum. Bridget used
various museum websites to help her teach certain lessons or concepts to her students.
She was able to successfully introduce new vocabulary terms using the published
resources she found online. Bridget also did not have trouble locating exactly what she
was seeking. Months prior to travelling, chandra101 enjoyed visiting museum websites to
increase her anticipation prior to a physical site visit, “I love looking forward to seeing a
favorite artist or interesting curatorial concept.” Anonymous included how an engaging
website “has the power to really get you excited to visit the museum.” This outcome is
also included in Thomas and Carey’s (2005) survey research, in which they share how
“online content actually increases the interest in visiting a museum” (In-House and OnLine Survey section, para. 1). This notion is further related and connected to how most
users go online to plan a visit to the physical site.
In order to make both the museum site visit and online experience worthwhile, the
usability, navigation, and most importantly, the content, must be relevant to a wide
variety of visitors. Also, keeping the content exciting and the media diverse would retain
visitors to the site longer, and possibly get them to return to explore the site more
extensively in the future. In addition to the media presented on the website, opportunities
to contribute to a survey, interact with games or other online visitors, or even create new
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content, could be a powerful draw to visit a museum online. That is, assuming the visitor
would be permitted to add to a trusted resource.
TRUSTING THE MUSEUM: ANOTHER OVERLY HIGH EXPECTATION?
The museum is an institution in the business of information, and the Internet is
changing how that information is both consumed an accessed. While the study’s
participants provided stories of frustration when exploring museums online, these
participants must visit museum websites over other types of websites for a reason. Aside
from the many goals included in this chapter and the previous chapter, I believe that a
major reason why people visit museum websites is due to a perceived reliability and
trustworthiness of the institution. For example, Martha Grace visited a museum’s
website, found her desired information, and concluded, “Now I know art museum
websites are where I want to go when I am seeking ‘food for thought’ and answers
concerning art questions.” Although David Culpepper did not find what he was looking
for, he expressed his assumption for the museum website’s resources, hoping it would
provide images of its current exhibition. Alex Ritzenberg accessed a museum’s website
when wanting “a reliable source of information.” When preparing for upcoming lecture
engagements, Alice Novak references museums’ online resources; unable to visit the
physical museum due to her busy schedule, jessicalombardi “needed to rely on the
website.” These participants, while not always expressed as such, must have some sort of
trust for the museum and the resources it provides.
I believe that this feeling of trust also fosters high expectations and contributes to
the frustrations many participants experienced. Museums label themselves as authorities.
As referenced in MacArthur (2007), “According to a 2001 American Association of
Museums (AAM) survey on public trust of various sources of information, ‘museums are
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the most trusted source of information, ahead of books and television news’”
(Relationships of Trust section, para. 1). Visitors are reminded of the museum’s
trustworthiness and virtual visitors expect the same level of commitment to excellence
and scholarship with the materials provided online. When these resources are not
available from the presumed authority, it is incredibly frustrating, and reflects poorly on
the institution. During my own frustrating searches, I wonder, “How could the museum
that owns this work of art have no information about it online?” These experiences
become frustrating enough to eventually cause the online visitor to look elsewhere, as
Rebecca Brockman expressed.
While the question of whether or not museums should be trusted is definitely
present, it is beyond the scope of this study. The very process of producing content to be
displayed in the gallery is complex and normally by invitation-only. Walsh (2010)
provides a brief description of this process:
The typical art museum label, for example, is the work of a committee of
educators, editors, scholars, and administrators who not infrequently disagree.
Even the simple line ‘attributed to’ can, in a museum label, conceal fierce behindthe-scenes debates over the nature of the art object it purports to describe. (p. 229)
Museums are labeled as authorities, but the above quote addresses some of the debates in
scholarship of which the visitor is unaware when reading a concise wall label or
accessing a brief description on an online database. The museum’s walls are opaque, but
the opportunities presented through technology and Web 2.0 tools could help an
institution become more transparent. The Internet’s ability to give its users a voice
through online publishing may be a way to reveal this lively scholarly dialogue and invite
other people to contribute to it, if the scholars are willing to let them into the
conversation. If a museum constructed an online space for open dialogue about its
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information dissemination procedures, how many voices could be heard and documented
through the museum’s website?
In relation to the museum website, particularly in evaluating them, virtual visitors
openly provide suggestions and recommendations. Streten (2000) states, “Internet culture
is such that museum website visitors are not shy in expressing their opinions and offering
suggestions where development or usage is concerned” (para. 2). Drawing from
suggestions given by the participants of this study, as well as the advice of researchers
and experts, the following section comprises a short synopsis of recommendations for art
museum websites.
SUGGESTIONS FROM PARTICIPANTS AND SCHOLARS
Throughout this study there have been a wide variety of voices interpreted and
presented through me. After listening to and reading them, I have identified a series of
suggestions for developing and establishing art museum websites. In order for users to
have a successful online experience, museums should invest time and money in usability.
Garzotto et al. (1998) state, “the visitors’ ability to use these sites and access their content
in the most effective way” (Introduction section, para. 1) is necessary for a rich online
museum experience. Information should be easily located without confusing tabs, labels,
or dropdown menus. This suggestion was the least overtly expressed by the participants,
however, it is not an aspect to be ignored. Anonymous wrote, “A user friendly and
informative website can be very refreshing.” Entire research studies and projects exist
that only test usability or have a major focus on such testing (Garzotto, Matera, &
Paolini, 1998; Harms & Schweibenz, 2001; Haynes & Zambonini, 2007; Johnson, 2009;
Marty & Twidale, 2004; Ockuly, 2003; Peacock & Brownbill, 2007). In addition to being
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able to easily and efficiently locate exactly what the visitor is seeking, museums should
strive to make the content presented worthwhile for the user.
The published content on an art museum’s website should be relevant for many
visitors and multiple types of users. Kris was drawn to a video that “all audiences could
really relate to,” but complained about the lack of content for families or children. David
Culpepper simply wanted an itemized list of artworks on view at the museum in order to
locate and see them on his own, since the images were not published on the website.
Bandelli (2010) states, “The appropriate application of communication technologies is to
create virtual spaces…that give access to a myriad of otherwise unavailable information
that becomes tools visitors can actively use” (p. 152). In order to implement or take
advantage of resources, these materials need to be of high quality and relevance to the
visitor. Extending this request even further, Galani and Chalmers (2010) encourage
museum staff to develop resources that include “things impossible by human
standards…as well as things incongruous with museum customs” (p. 167). verivituvitalis
also offered this suggestion:
I think about all of the possibilities of juxtaposing images from current and past
exhibitions, permanent collections and items on loan. Why aren’t websites doing
this? There are so many possibilities that could play out in a virtual environment
that would be impossible in a physical environment.
This virtual visitor also drew attention to the static nature of images presented on
museum websites when describing a more interactive tool present on the San Francisco
Museum of Modern Art’s website called Artscope. This tool enables the visitor to “zoom,
zoom, zoooom in and out” of images and transforms the passive act of looking into
something active. “Even though the images are static, the user is actually doing
something, going somewhere,” wrote verivituvitalis.
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Such recommendations also apply to how the global audience experiences
museum sites. Along with AshleyGale’s story of her students in Turkey, other
participants encouraged museum staff to expand their websites to include globally
relevant information. Disappointed with the number of advertisements for workshops and
events held within the museum’s walls, tarapappas thinks, “It would be great if museums
spent a little more time attempting to reach the more expansive GLOBAL community.”
katywilson suggested that museum website developers “share their collections with the
global community.” Sumption (2006) alludes to the worldwide potential when he urges
museum staff to reach beyond walls and spread focus to both the physical and virtual
experience (Re-Connecting Physical and Virtual Domains section). In addition to linking
both the virtual and physical, information and multimedia present on art museum
websites should excite the visitor, maybe even encourage or instill the desire to visit the
museum when possible.
A great indication of a successful website experience is whether or not the virtual
visitor has the desire to become a visitor to the museum itself. Kris found one video that
“was the only video on the whole website that really made me want to go to the Prado
and see his [Francesco Jodice’s] installation.” Anonymous and Laura Nering both
acknowledged how the contents of museum websites may have the power to keep the
visitor interested and make him/her excited to go to the actual museum. Natalie based her
museum day on the information provided on the museum’s website.
Every suggestion included here is user-centered, from easy website navigation to
the publication and use of relevant and dynamic content. The importance of involving the
various online users in the website’s initial development and continued improvement is
essential in order to truly satisfy the multiple visitors’ backgrounds and goals. Creating
and maintaining a trustworthy site that is relevant to both local and global visitors is not
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an easy or quick task. Both technology and cultural institutions are evolving along with
their visitors. Listening to and retelling the stories of these participants has only
strengthened my belief that the Internet is a powerful tool for gathering reflective
responses from online visitors. As Marty and Twidale (2004) state, it is essential to
“illustrate the power of user testing, and to advocate for frequent usability evaluations in
the museum web site development process” (Scenario-based evaluations of 36 museum
Web sites section, para. 1). Additionally, Streten (2000) states:
the web is a medium which offers a unique opportunity to involve users in its
development. It provides the means of collecting both subjective and objective
data, solicited or unsolicited and the possibility of responding to it both
summatively and formatively. (para. 4)
I would also include the importance of extending the conversation beyond mere
navigation to include the more qualitative aspects of online exploration. Evaluations of
the quality of online resources as well as how easily they are accessed should also be part
of the conversation.
SUGGESTIONS FOR FURTHER RESEARCH
Throughout the thesis process, many other research questions have emerged from
the participants’ stories and my continued reading on the subject. The topic of access is
one that I think could be greatly expanded on through further research. In relation to
those visitors who choose to follow-up a physical site visit with an online exploration, it
would be good to research what makes a visitor want to continue a museum experience
online. What happened inside the museum’s walls that encouraged further exploration?
Was the online exploration helpful? Also, how do physical site visits and online visits
compare? After reading both AshleyGale’s global access story and Meg Reicher’s need
for visiting websites when the physical site is unavailable, more questions arose about
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remote access. While the importance or preference of seeing a work of art in person is
popular and common, it would be interesting to discover if anyone preferred a remote
visit. How do various visitors want to experience an exhibition, a museum? When the
physical site is completely unavailable, how do remote visitors experience works of art?
How are art museum websites eroding longstanding institutional boundaries, both
physically and conceptually?
In addition to questions of access and experience, another idea for further research
involves how classroom teachers are using art museum websites. Teachers are a
substantial and reliable community for museums. They bring students to the physical site
for field trips as well as collaborate with staff on curriculum, resources, or outreach
development. How are online museum resources incorporated into classroom teaching?
Which resources are the most beneficial? How do students use art museum websites
during a classroom lesson? I would also like to know more from both the students using
the technologies as well as the experiences of the teachers when beginning to integrate
museum website into their teaching. What are the students’ experiences or opinions of
integrating an online museum experience? The importance of including emerging and
existent technologies in education, particularly Internet-based learning, is only growing
as technology becomes more ingrained in our daily lives.
BENEFITS TO THE FIELD OF ART EDUCATION
Art and education are both evolving and changing because of the Internet. The
fields are not changing conceptually, but the tools used are greatly expanding. Using
technology, from a standard desktop computer to a powerful handheld device (formerly
known as the cell phone), is evident in most visitors’ daily lives. Because of the everexpanding and increasingly digitally connected world, art education can incorporate
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online interactivity and virtual opportunities into an already media-rich discipline.
Through the growing capabilities of the Internet and Web 2.0 technologies, museum
educators are able to hear directly from visitors. Extending the invitation to contribute is
important, however, listening to the visitors and putting their contributions to good use is
imperative.
The blog I used in this thesis study served as an open venue for multiple
participants to contribute as much or as little information as they desired. An always-open
invitation to contribute responses contributed to a rich description, which provided
personal accounts colored with emotions. As a way to evaluate education programs, a
visitor’s narrative description could supply powerful evidence. An effective, descriptive,
and flexible evaluation tool could record the visitor feedback. By providing a venue both
in the gallery space as well as on the museum’s website, visitors could contribute
conversation where they feel comfortable. Evaluating in-gallery experiences face-to-face
with a questionnaire or survey may be awkward or forced for some visitors, however,
setting up an open forum on the museum’s website may alleviate some of the pressure or
discomfort they may feel. The visitor would have as much time as he/she needed to
formulate a response with an online evaluation. Including visitors’ narrative accounts
provides another dimension to popular evaluation strategies and methods, and includes a
visitor-centered facet to this evaluation process.
As described in the previous chapters, visitors to museum websites contributed
responses of varied lengths and depths. Even the shortest stories provided much
information about their expectations, impressions, and experiences while interacting with
a museum’s website. Visitors were not shy in providing suggestions for web designers
interested in developing user-centered websites. Having access to detailed responses and
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suggestions is invaluable and should be incorporated during the development process and
continue throughout the website’s subsequent publication.
According the participants of this study, the museum website’s usability and
functionality is of top priority. Any published information on the website must be
updated regularly and resources should reflect what is present in the gallery. Some
participants also urged museum website developers to include an interactive component,
an activity where the user is doing something and not just absorbing information.
Because the Internet is available globally, the resources should be relevant to people
beyond the museum’s local community. Additionally, experiences that are not physically
possible should be employed on the museum’s website, which could utilize ways of
juxtaposing images and resources or provide access unavailable inside the museum’s
walls.
Listening to the users during the development of a museum’s website ensures that
the site is not only logically navigable, but also includes information relevant to a wide
variety of visitors. Evaluation of museum websites, however, should happen continuously
and not just during development. When a museum opens its doors and invites its users to
contribute, their published opinions and voices should be acknowledged and incorporated
in some way. Listening and wanting response makes the user feel empowered and
respected. An online space housed on the museum’s website where museum staff and
visitors are able to converse and share may be the only opportunity for these two groups
to connect.
CONCLUDING REMARKS
Art museum websites are continuously growing and changing, updating the
homepage to include videos of a recent performance, images of an artist’s team at work,
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or interactive games based on the collection. The amount of media provided ranges from
website to website, with some resources extending beyond the visitor’s expectations.
Museum websites are open all the time, permitting unlimited access to everything the
virtual site has to offer. The opportunities, while dependent on the institution’s decisions
regarding what to include online, can be tremendous and enable the museum to be a
reliable and dynamic resource that is available twenty-four hours a day. Walsh (2010)
encourages, “Ironically, I think that museums—institutions heavily invested in the past—
are in a good position both to understand these future transformations and make good use
of them” (p. 235). Tapping into this level of accessibility should be at the top of a
museum’s list of goals, as many of the participants in this study urged. Providing relevant
and up-to-date information as well as diverse media will encourage virtual visitors to
continuously check back to discover new experiences, and possibly plan a museum visit.
The museum’s website is potentially a powerful outreach tool and extending the reach of
the museum is an opportunity not to be missed.
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Appendix A: Email Invitation and Blog Contents
Greetings,
My name is Emily and I would love to find out about how you use art museum websites.
Why, you ask? Currently, I am a student in art museum education and have become
greatly intrigued by how art museums use technology, particularly their websites. In
order to really know how these sites are being used, I need to hear from people like you:
the users of these sites. Please, tell me about a time when you used an art museum
website.
You can share this (true!) story with me two ways:
•

Follow this link to a WordPress blog I've created just for collecting these
experiences: http://yourmuseumstory.wordpress.com/
o Sign in with your email address or your WordPress account. If you don’t
already have a WordPress account, you may sign up for one here
https://en.wordpress.com/signup/?user=1.
o Once you've submitted your story, feel free to read others or start a
conversation. One of the wonderful things about technology is the
opportunity to share opinions and thoughts.
OR

•

Reply to this email with your story. By replying, you are allowing me to
reproduce your (anonymous) response for my thesis research; however, it will not
be published on the WordPress site.

Thank you very much for your time and consideration, and I look forward to hearing
about your experience with an art museum website!
Graciously,
Emily

94

Screenshot of “Home” Page
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Screenshot of reply box, inviting participants to “Share Your Story”
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Screenshot of “About” page
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Appendix B: Consent to Participate in Research
Identification of Investigator and Purpose of Study
You are invited to participate in a research study, entitled “Sharing Your Stories: A Collection of
Experiences on Art Museum Websites.” The study is being conducted by Emily Cayton and the
Department of Art and Art History of The University of Texas at Austin, Graduate Program in Art
Education, Department of Art and Art History, 1 University Station D1300, Austin TX 78712,
caytone@gmail.com.
The purpose of this research study is to examine how art museum websites are used. Your participation
in the study will contribute to a better understanding of the various ways users interact with the
multimedia content provided by art museums on their websites, helping to develop a greater
understanding of how these sites inform, encourage, disappoint, or excite the user. You are free to
contact the investigator at the above address and phone number to discuss the study. You must be at least
18 years old to participate.
If you agree to participate:
• The blog posting will take less than an hour of your time, depending upon how detailed your
story will be.
• You will complete an activity about how you’ve used an art museum website.
• You will not be compensated.
Risks/Benefits/Confidentiality of Data
There are no known risks. There will be no costs for participating, nor will you benefit from
participating. Your name and email address will be kept during the data collection phase, for tracking
purposes only. A limited number of research team members will have access to the data during data
collection. Identifying information will be stripped from the final dataset.
Participation or Withdrawal
Your participation in this study is voluntary. You may decline to answer any question and you have the
right to withdraw from participation at any time. Withdrawal will not affect your relationship with The
University of Texas in anyway. If you do not want to participate either simply stop participating or close
the browser window.
If you do not want to receive any more reminders, you may email us at caytone@gmail.com.
Contacts
If you have any questions about the study or need to update your email address contact the researcher
Emily Cayton by email to caytone@gmail.com. This study has been reviewed by The University of
Texas at Austin Institutional Review Board and the study number is 2011-09-0037.
Questions about your rights as a research participant.
If you have questions about your rights or are dissatisfied at any time with any part of this study, you can
contact, anonymously if you wish, the Institutional Review Board by phone at (512) 471-8871 or email at
orsc@uts.cc.utexas.edu.
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If you agree to participate, click on the following link http://yourmuseumstory.wordpress.com/
Thank you.
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