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Practices of today and visions of
tomorrow: New directions for
science centres and museums
TWO ACADEMICS PUT ECSITE CONFERENCE SESSIONS
UNDER A MAGNIFYING GLASS - AND FOUND SOME NEW
MUSEUM FUNCTIONS AT WORK
The "Dreams, the spirit of innovation" Ecsite Annual Conference held in Gothenborg in June 2013 was attended by
Marianne Achiam and Jan Sølberg from the Department of Science Education at the University of Copenhagen. The
overall purpose of their research was to provide a status report of the directions in which present-day museums and
science centres are headed. They also wanted to develop a conceptual framework for understanding and
contextualizing the old and new functions of these institutions.
To me their analysis proves that many of the presentations at the annual conference go beyond “show and tell” and in
fact stimulate imaginative thinking about science education. Enjoy your read! - Maarten Okkersen, Spokes Editorial
Committee Chair

In recent decades, science centres, museums, and related institutions have experienced pressure to respond to
challenges such as decreased availability of funding, increased demands for accountability, increased demands for
accessibility and diversi cation, and growing competition from leisure experiences [1]. To understand how science
centres and museums are meeting these challenges, we visited the annual Ecsite conference in 2013, held in
Gothenburg. The conference was entitled ‘Dreams: The Spirit of Innovation’. According to the conference organisers,
the quest for a sustainable world requires a spirit of innovation; indeed, this spirit should be seen as the responsibility
of all employees, at all organisational levels, in the development of science centres and museums towards the future
[2]. Many of the conference speakers speci cally addressed how they saw their institutions taking on these
responsibilities to face the challenges of the future, thereby painting a picture of the practices and visions of
museums and science centres from across the world. We attended three of the conference sessions that paid
particular attention to this topic: 1) After Exploratorium: The shifting identities of science centres, 2) Do science
centres need objects?, and 3) Content re-development: An academic science museum and the freedom to innovate.
The three sessions featured staff members from 21 science centres and museums in Asia, Europe, North America,
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and South America.
A particularly interesting observation was that we were able to identify, among the narratives of the speakers, a
number of new directions for science centres and museums; directions which transcend the traditional museum
functions of preservation, communication and research formulated in the 1980s by the Reinwardt Academie in
Amsterdam [3]. We believe these new trajectories represent responses to the present-day challenges experienced
by these institutions. In the following, we report on these new directions taken by museums and science centres and
their rationales for doing so.

Traditional science centre and museum
functions
In the sessions we observed, a number of speakers referred to the long-established functional areas of museums:
Preservation (collecting, conserving, restoring, storing, and documenting); research (scienti c interpretation of
cultural and natural heritage); and communication (publications, exhibitions and other educational activities). This is
not surprising, given that these functional areas have been at the core of museum practice for decades. And even
though science centres are of a slightly different lineage than museums, there seems to be agreement that science
centres are ‘a subset of museums with their typical peculiarities and many commonalities with the larger group’ [4]
p. 91 – thus, science centres have typically attended to the core practices of museums as well, although perhaps to a
more varying degree.
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However, among staff members of both science centres and museums, we observed subtle signs that the three core
functions are beginning to be re-appropriated by these institutions to re ect a more outwardly responsive
perspective. For example, a number of speakers invoked the ability of material objects to create ‘magical moments’,
and discussed the necessity of prioritising this meditational potential of the object over the object in itself. This shifts
the emphasis of the preservation function away from the collected objects towards scienti c and cultural practices
that make those objects meaningful to the public. We observed a similar shift in staff members’ discussions of the
research function of their institutions. It seems research is increasingly being seen as a means to improve the
institutions’ ability to reach their publics, rather than the internally justi ed curatorial practice of past decades. And
nally, although the communication or educational function is arguably the most outwardly oriented of the three
traditional museum functions, even in this case, we observed a strong focus among the speakers on the ways in
which science centres and museums can contribute to their communities and societies through education, rather
than the focus on transmitting institutionally sanctioned messages which perhaps characterised science centres’ and
museums’ educational efforts in the past.

SCIENCE CENTRES RECLAIM THE MUSEUM'S TRADITIONAL
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FUNCTIONS OF PRESERVATION, RESEARCH &
COMMUNICATION WITH MORE OUTWARDLY ORIENTED
PRACTICES
We believe this subtle reclaiming of the museum functions of preservation, research, and communication, and their
association with more outwardly oriented practices, is a sign that science centres and museums are responding to
increased pressure to justify their existence in modern society. However, in addition to the renewed roles for the
existing functions, we also found evidence of six additional museum functions. We were able to recognise these
additional functions using the work of Élise Dubuc [5] as a lens; Dubuc argued that the ‘functions historically
recognised by the institution of the museum are insuf cient to re ect the present range of actions undertaken by
museums’, and proposed a number of new museum ‘meta-functions’ intended to better re ect the roles and
obligations of present-day museums. In the following sections, we use these functions to frame our narrative.

New science centre and museum functions
We identi ed six museum functions in the discourse of the Ecsite speakers in addition to the three classical functions
mentioned above: the cultural, social, networking, political, economic, and symbolic functions. As the terms suggest,
these functions all represent ways for science centres and museums to engage, and engage with their publics; ways
that are either new or not yet widely described.
The cultural function has two meanings: the museum as a cultural actor, and the museum as a cultural resource for
the community [5]. We found evidence of both roles in the discourse of staff members from twelve institutions. In its
role as a cultural actor, the museum makes cultural heritage accessible to the public [6]. For science centres and
science museums, this implies an emphasis on science as part of our cultural legacy. Several Ecsite speakers
touched upon this theme, stating how they saw science to be an inextricable part of human culture, and invoking the
obligation of science centres and museums to not only convey the role of science as an integral part of human
culture, but also to foster and promote a more scienti c culture.
In its role as a cultural resource, the museum becomes a means to participate in and express culture [5]. In this role,
the institution’s activities are typically more participation-driven than curator-driven, expanding the notion of authority
[7] to become a community resource for the emergence of a cultural identity among visitors [8]. Indeed, in the
narratives of the Ecsite speakers, we observed a desire to be sensitive to and represent more subtle interpretations
of science, and to allow subjective voices a more prominent place in the activities of the institutions.
The social function of the museum refers to its value to society. Historically, various minority groups have been
excluded from museums through mechanisms such as the use of culturally speci c codes within collections and
displays [9] or selective promotional targeting [10]. However, today social inclusion is becoming a stated priority for
many museums and science centres. Indeed, eight of the observed Ecsite speakers discussed social inclusion,
addressing the challenges of providing inclusive experiences for all demographics as well as the successes of
already-implemented, socially inclusive activities. Among the underserved demographics addressed by staff
members were low-income communities, the elderly, people with sensory impairments, and people with lower
levels of educational attainment. Ideally, all of society, minorities or marginalised groups as well as more advantaged
members, would use the museum as a vector for social awareness, development, and change [5]. The focus of the
Ecsite speakers on this role of their institutions is evidence that they share this concern.
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One of the analysed sessions was “After Exploratorium: The shifting identities of
science centres”. Here: The Exploratorium’s Outdoor Gallery during a
summertime After Dark © Exploratorium, All rights reserved

The networking function represents a relatively new direction for science centres and museums. Not included as
one of the original ‘meta-functions’ described by [5], the network function refers to within-sector and cross-sector
collaborations that include science centres and museums to achieve shared goals through joint efforts, shared
resources, and shared decision making [11]. Seven Ecsite speakers discussed the networking activities of their
institutions.

EMERGENCE OF A NEW 'NETWORKING' FUNCTION: JOINT
EFFORTS, SHARED RESOURCES, NEW AUDIENCES
From an internal, institutional point of view, networking was described as a way to share resources and costs in
response to the nancial uncertainty experienced by museums and science centres. From a more outward-looking
perspective, networking was advocated as an ‘interstitial approach’ to reach entirely new audiences. This latter
perspective resonates with the ndings of other scholars: Mairot [12] describes the major advantage of an innovative
cross-sector museum network as its ability to ‘attract people who do not usually visit museums’. In other words,
there seems to be a growing realization that collaborative processes between science centres, museums, and
sometimes third parties may allow for constructive exploration of institutional differences, thereby going beyond the
institutions’ own limited visions of the possibilities to create new solutions [11].
The political function refers to the ways in which the institution in uences political decisions, both directly and
indirectly. A direct way of in uencing policy, discussed by several speakers, is campaigning for causes. There was
disagreement among these staff members on whether or not science centres and museums ought to directly
in uence policy and policy-makers. However, national policy documents more and more often refer explicitly to nonschool science learning environments as important and requisite components in achieving national science standards
(e.g. Danish Ministry of Education, 2014 [13]; National Research Council, 2012 [14]); accordingly, it is perhaps not
surprising that the non-school institutions respond in kind.
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A more indirect way for museums and science centres to be involved at a political level is by contributing to the
creation of a strong collective identity among its publics [5], thereby promoting civic and democratic engagement.
This political role for science centres and museums seemed less controversial, and was discussed by several Ecsite
speakers. Indeed, there seemed to be consensus that museums and science centres can help build a collective
identity among their publics. As suggested by Koster [15], museums and science centres may have an as yet
untapped potential to shape that identity into a strong democratic presence by empowering their publics to be ‘active
commentators on the science and technology issues surrounding them’, and by sharing that commentary with media
and government authorities.
The economic function refers to the ways in which the institution generates revenue, but also to the way it is
nanced [5]. Three Ecsite speakers discussed the economic function; they considered both the internal fundraising
aspects of their institution’s economy and its external, more public aspects. An interesting discussion was centred on
the ability of science centres and museums to provide momentum and resilience to their local communities. Two
opposite forces may be at play here. Due to their internally oriented fundraising efforts, many museums and science
centres are considered indirect generators of income [16] because they attract funding to the local area. However, if
the impetus to attract this funding is the tourist industry, these institutions may inadvertently end up neglecting their
local communities [5]. On the other hand, museums do have the potential for providing return on investment to their
local communities, in terms of employment and increased revenue - the ‘Bilbao effect’ [17].
Finally, the symbolic function is the ability of the institution to suspend time and space, and offer their visitors new
experiences beyond those constrained by buildings, geographical location, or ownership [18]. Four Ecsite speakers
touched upon their institution’s symbolic function, invoking the ‘big questions of humanity’ such as space travel and
the experiments inside the Large Hadron Collider. To these speakers, science centres and museums offer unique,
sensory experiences through their concentrated reality. It is interesting to note that although the task of stimulating
the imagination of visitors has perhaps rarely been stated as an objective of museums and science centres, it is
arguably a strong component of the experience and should perhaps be explicitly addressed [19].

Final remarks
In our observations of the science centre and museum staff members speaking at Ecsite 2013, we found a signi cant
focus on institutional functions that help establish and justify the value of the institution in society. We observed this
focus in two ways: In the re-appropriation of the traditional, well-established science centre and museum functions
(preservation, research, and communication), as well as in the emergence of six additional functions (cultural, social,
networking, political, economic, and symbolic). As pointed out by Black [1], ‘few museums can continue to exist in
their present form. There must be rapid changes in the de nition and public practice of museums if they are to
remain relevant to twenty- rst century audiences’. We believe that the ‘public turn’ expressed by the Ecsite speakers
represents the beginning of this change in de nition and public practice.
Finally, it is clear that the nine science centre and museum functions discussed here do not encompass the full
spectrum of interests, practices, purposes, strategic directions or even functions of institutions. It is also worth noting
that the staff members included in this study do not represent the entire body of potentially relevant organisations
and there do not necessarily cover the eld in its entirety. Different socio-economic conditions from country to
country and region to region appropriately lead to variation in museum mission-vision-strategy statements [15].
However, the speakers’ narratives do illustrate the great variety of functions of present-day museums, and
importantly, they provide us with an up-to-date and practically validated version of Dubuc’s original ‘meta-functions’.
We therefore believe that the nine functions presented in this text can be used to inform discussions about the future
positions and roles of museums and science centres in Europe and worldwide.

The ideas developed in this paper will form part of the discussion in a session at the upcoming 2016 Ecsite Annual Conference on creating
a science centre with and for a wide audience. Look for Marianne Achiam’s name in the programme.
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ADVERTISEMENT:

Ecsite is the European network of science centres and museums.
It gathers more than 350 organisations committed to inspiring people with science and technology and enabling
dialogue between science and society.
www.ecsite.eu
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