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Introduction

Since the emergence of the COVID-19 crisis in Spring 2020, museums have significantly altered their 

approaches to audience engagement, visitor services, programming, operations, and more. In particular, 

digital has permeated nearly every facet of cultural organizations. During the initial pandemic lockdowns, 

circumstances demanded that museums act swiftly to capture audiences in our abruptly virtual world. 

As we know now, the ad hoc activities of early 2020 were only a prelude to a much larger story of digital 

transformation. Over the past two years, the continued restrictions on travel, tourism, and in-person 

gatherings, coupled with the rising appetite for virtual experiences, have summoned a remarkable range 

of innovation across arts and cultural organizations. More than ever before, museums have embraced 

their role in the digital realm.
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Thus, rather than returning to their pre-pandemic ways, museums have begun to engage with concepts 

like “hybrid” and “phygital” (physical + digital). Recently, the term “hybrid” has become ubiquitous in 

museum discourse, reflecting the important conversations taking place about how to accommodate the 

demand for both onsite and online engagement in the arts and cultural space. How should museums 

balance their efforts when serving both virtual and in-person audiences? What role might hybrid programs 

and events play? Can digital and physical experiences be blended together? Such considerations are at 

the forefront of discussions on the future of museums.

Steve Brady
Chief Technology Officer @ Barnes Foundation

The potential audience online vastly outnumbers the people who would ever even visit 
your city over their lifetime. So it's really important to create experiences that play to the 
strengths of both online and onsite, and be focused on both your online or virtual visitor, 
as well as your on-prem visitor and how to enhance both sides of that experience.

Courtney Law
Director of Communications, Partnerships, and Digital Initiatives @ MCA Denver

At MCA Denver, hybrid has already evolved from purely moving programming that was once 
held in person to the virtual space, to holding those programs both in-person and virtually, to 
enhancing our in-person museum experience with more digital offerings, to bringing our brand 
of quirky, enlightening, and accessible content to more platforms.

However, in this later stage of the pandemic, cultural institutions have largely reopened to the public, and 

many have resumed in-person programs. What might the return to serving onsite audiences mean for 

the future of digital engagement? Will the focus on in-person visitors and activities thwart the significant 

progress that museums have made in the virtual space? 

While there is an urgent need for cultural organizations to serve guests on their premises, for the vast 

majority of museums, many elements of our “new normal” are here to stay. Indeed, we are already 

seeing that digital modes of engagement will play an evolving role in the years to come. 
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Here at Cuseum, we’ve been dedicated to researching the impact of digital projects and platforms in 

museums since 2014, and for the past eight years, our team has been observing the innovative concepts 

and technologies that have shown their potential to disrupt how institutions operate. Last year, as part 

of our commitment to disseminating resources for the arts and cultural community, Cuseum published 

a first-of-its-kind report on the Impact of Virtual Programs on Revenue Generation at Cultural 
Organizations. In it, we examined not just how cultural organizations had translated programs to the 

digital realm, but also how they were monetizing such initiatives.

The question stands: what does hybrid engagement 
look like across the cultural sector?

Download 2021 Report:  The Impact of Virtual Programs 
on Revenue Generation at Cultural Organizations

?

?

?

?

?

Do museums serve exclusively digital audiences?

How can digital experiences and touch points 

enhance the visitor experience before, during, 

and after guests come onsite?

How many organizations are offering 

exclusively virtual programs, and what types 

are successful?

How many museums have 

launched hybrid programming, 

and what hybrid offerings are 

most popular?

What digital tools and 

technologies can help cultural 

organizations thrive in a 

hybrid environment?

In 2022, as attention has shifted to hybrid modes of engagement, the Cuseum team launched the first 

comprehensive study on hybrid approaches to audience activation, the visitor journey, and programming. 

With 500 survey participants across Art Museums and Galleries; Children’s Museums; History Museums 

and Landmarks; Gardens, Arboretums, Parks, and Nature Centers; Science Centers and Natural History 

Museums; and Zoos and Aquariums, this study addresses questions including:

The Visitor Experience

https://cuseum.com/revenue-generation-report-2021?utm_source=report&utm_medium=offline_document&utm_campaign=hybrid_2022
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is an introduction to the current state of the 

museum visitor experience, including an overview of 

exclusively virtual trends and a look at approaches 

to visitor engagement that include both digital and 

onsite elements. 

which will be available for download later this 

month,  will explore the diversity of approaches to 

both virtual and hybrid programs, and delve into the 

scalability, reach, and revenue-generation potential 

of different models.

The goal of this report is to illuminate how cultural organizations are deploying digital channels, content, 

and programs in conjunction with traditional onsite offerings in order to deliver top-notch hybrid 

experiences and engagement opportunities to their audiences.

The product of this study and our 
analysis is a report in two parts: 

VOLUME 1 

Volume 2Coming Soon!
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The State of Virtual Visitors

In the early months of the pandemic, nearly all museums and cultural organizations were forced to 

switch to entirely digital modes of audience engagement. As institutions braced for an unknown period 

of closure, we witnessed the appearance of #MuseumFromHome social media campaigns, online tours, 

virtual learning activities, and more sophisticated virtual programs. Even as museums began to re-

introduce onsite options, pandemic concerns and travel restrictions have created a continued demand for 

digital offerings. Originating from this rapid turn to digital engagement, a contingent of “virtual visitors” 

materialized at most cultural organizations – those who engage exclusively through online channels.

Much has changed since March 2020: COVID-19 vaccinations are widespread, travel bans have been lifted 

in most places, and museums have now widely reopened to the public. With this in mind, is there still 

such a thing as a “virtual visitor?”

For many museums, there is. In fact, the vast majority of cultural organizations (87%) note that they 
serve at least some “virtual visitors,” who engage exclusively through digital or online channels, and 
do not visit in-person.

Yes 87% No 5% Not Sure 7%

My institution serves at least some “virtual visitors,” who engage exclusively through digital or 
online channels, and do not visit in-person.
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The continued existence of a vibrant cohort of virtual visitors had significantly impacted our 

conceptualization of digital engagement. Prior to the pandemic, many cultural organizations understood 

digital channels as having a singular purpose: driving footfall to their premises. However, for online 

visitors, digital is not the lead-up or precursor to the onsite experience – digital is the experience. 

Transcending traditional mappings of the visitor journey, this type of patron prefers to engage exclusively 

online, through the many platforms and content offers that cultural organizations have developed over 

the past several years. These include virtual tours, online exhibitions, all manner of online programs, 

blogs, podcasts, social media channels, and more.

How do organizations continue to serve 

those who, for logistical, geographical, 

or other reasons, will continue to engage 

exclusively online? And if the end goal of all 

digital engagement is no longer to warm 

potential guests up to an onsite visit, are 

there other ways that online fans might be 

converted into paying customers?

The monetization of digital engagement is 

a particularly urgent question. For many 

museums, the ability to invest in online 

content may depend on finding ways to 

generate revenue through those digital 

projects. There are a number of key ways 

cultural organizations are converting their 

virtual visitors and otherwise monetizing 

their online content.

Courtney Law 
Director of Communications, Partnerships, and Digital Initiatives @ MCA Denver

From FY20 to FY21, our digital audience grew from about 6% of our overall attendance to about 
40%. It’s a space where we are deeply invested in now and will continue to be well into the future.

For many institutions, virtual visitors continue to make up a significant share of their overall audience.
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Another strategy is to convert your online audience into digital donors. Most social media 

platforms now offer non-profit organizations an opportunity to add some type of “donate” 

button to their profiles. For example, museums may sign up for Facebook and Instagram 

fundraising tools, utilize TikTok donation stickers as fundraising displays, and use Youtube 

Giving to place donation buttons alongside their videos. 

On your own website, ensuring you have clearly marked opportunities to give and a top notch 

e-commerce experience for those who wish to join or contribute is increasingly necessary.

Cultivating Digital Donors2

As explored extensively in our 2021 report on revenue generation through virtual 
programs, it has become common to monetize online offerings through entrance fees, 

suggested donations, pay-what-you-wish pricing, or including these programs as a 

benefit of membership. In 2022, it appears that virtual programs, and the monetization 

of those programs, will continue to be common across cultural organizations. This year, 

94% of surveyed museums and cultural organizations are offering online programs, and 

of those, 56% are monetizing them in some way.

If your virtual visitors are primarily consuming free content, you may consider initiating 

targeted offers, inviting these audiences to buy a ticket for a virtual event or sign up for 

an online course. Optimizing your website and other digital platforms can also be critical 

when trying to convert your followers into supporters. For example, you may wish to 

strategically place pop-up forms, call-to-action buttons, and related offers on pages with 

free content to encourage your virtual visitors to move from curious content consumers 

into paying customers.

Scaling Paid Virtual Programs1

Optimizing your e-commerce experience, and making sure that it’s good and simple 
for your members and donors is more important than ever.

Matt Rains
Director of Membership @ National Aquarium

https://cuseum.com/revenue-generation-report-2021?utm_source=report&utm_medium=offline_document&utm_campaign=hybrid_2022
https://cuseum.com/revenue-generation-report-2021?utm_source=report&utm_medium=offline_document&utm_campaign=hybrid_2022
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Kara Leinfelder
Managing & Creative Director @ North Carolina Museum of History 

Our turnout for digital programs is high so we believe we can convert a high number of those 
participants to members if we start offering member benefits that include content access.

Danielle Tyson
Assistant Director, Museum Membership & Annual Giving @ The George Washington 
University Museum & The Textile Museum.  

Our audience has embraced our virtual programs (member programs and general 
public programs) and we are now meaningfully engaging with our nonlocal audiences 
for the first time ever. Our attendance numbers have quadrupled, and we are seeing 
growth in new and lapsed members rejoining. This is why virtual programming is still 
a major priority for our museum.

As explored in Cuseum’s 2022 Membership Insights Report, museum membership 

is increasingly offering both onsite and digital value. In fact, in our February 2022 

survey of 150 membership leaders, 64% noted that they were already offering virtual 

member events/programs, and 62% were offering other online membership benefits. By 

expanding membership to include digital perks, you may be able to convert your virtual 

visitors into paying members. For example:

Incentivizing Membership3

Outside of traditional membership programs, a number of cultural organizations have 

turned to services like Patreon (a membership platform that provides business tools for 

content creators to run a subscription service) to gain digital supporters. For example, the 

Tank Museum has three levels of Patreon membership - Trooper, Sergeant, and Colonel, 

priced at $5, $15, and $30 a month, respectively. As of March 2022, they boasted nearly 

1,000 monthly patrons, yielding nearly $9,000 in revenue per month.

https://membership.cuseum.com/2022-insights-report?utm_source=report&utm_medium=offline_document&utm_campaign=hybrid_2023
https://www.patreon.com/
https://www.patreon.com/tankmuseum
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Many organizations have created sophisticated online versions of their gift shops, such as 

the Smithsonian Store, the Art Institute of Chicago Museum’s shop, and The Met Shop. 

Such online museum shops, when leveraged effectively, may be another way to convert 

your fans into customers. For example, in addition to their Patreon, the Tank Museum 

won the 2021 Best Online Shop at the The Museum and Heritage Awards after achieving 

over £1 million of sales in 2020 (10x their 2019 revenue).

Enhancing E-Commerce Strategy4

In recent history, museums and cultural organizations have become prolific producers of 

highly trusted virtual content. To increase the distribution possibilities of this content, as 

well as establish content-based revenue streams, a number of institutions have spearheaded 

innovative partnerships with media companies and streaming services.

Spearheading Innovative Content Partnerships5

¹ “The Tank Museum Wins for Best Online Shop and Shop of the Year,” https://tankmuseum.org/article/the-tank-museum-wins-for-best-
online-shop-and-shop-of-the-year.

Nik Wyness
Head of Marketing @ Tank Museum

Loyal support from an existing social media audience has proved to be paramount 
in the success of the Museum’s Online Shop. At the beginning of 2020, we already 
had over 240,000 subscribers on YouTube and an audience of 310,000 followers on 
Facebook, giving us one of the biggest social media presences of any Museum outside 
of the US. When lockdown hit and the Museum was closed, we were able to go to 
these engaged audiences and ask them to support us by buying from the online shop. 
Product placement in our Curator Q&A’s and on the end of our YouTube videos, as well 
as ‘Product of the Day’ posts on Facebook enabled us to reach our audience in a way 
that was in-keeping with The Tank Museum brand.¹

https://www.smithsonianstore.com/
https://shop.artic.edu/
https://store.metmuseum.org/
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While the end goal of digital content is not, in all cases, to generate revenue, if organizations continue 

to serve large shares of virtual visitors, necessity may demand that museums reconsider their business 

models. Virtual spaces offer abundant opportunities for monetization, and through experimentation, 

cultural organizations have already shown agility in cultivating new streams of income as they establish 

themselves beyond their physical walls.

2 Discovery, “Discovery and Georgia Aquarium Team Up for Real-Time Access to Aquatic Animals,” May 7, 2021, Dnews https://www.
discovery.com/dnews/discovery-and-georgia-aquarium-team-up-to-share-real-time-access.

3 Georgia Aquarium, “Discovery and Georgia Aquarium Enter Into All-New Multi-Platform Content Partnership To Document Animal 
Experiences and Global Conservation Efforts,” May 7, 2021, https://news.georgiaaquarium.org/stories/discovery-and-georgia-
aquarium-enter-into-all-new-multi-platform-content-partnership-to-document-animal-experiences-and-global-conservation-efforts.

4 Tessitura Network, “Vimeo and Tessitura partner to bring the power of video to hundreds of arts and culture organizations,” March 4, 
2021,  https://www.tessituranetwork.com/en/Items/Articles/News/2021/VimeoOTT.

For example, in May 2021, the Georgia Aquarium announced a partnership with Discovery “to 

document animal experiences and global conservation efforts across Discovery’s platforms 

and discovery+.”²  This partnership followed the release of The Aquarium, which ran for two 

seasons on Animal Planet (2019-2020) and “provided viewers with a behind the scenes look 

at Georgia Aquarium.”³

Similarly, a 2021 collaboration between Hulu and the 9/11 Memorial & Museum yielded the 

exceptionally rated documentary series, “9/11: One Day in America.”

Other organizations have created their own streaming platforms. In March of last year, Vimeo 

initiated a partnership with Tessitura Network, a popular customer relationship management 

system for arts organizations. This collaboration has allowed cultural organizations to 

“easily grant their audiences access to gated video performances, concerts, and educational 

programming,” enabling organizations like the National Theatre and Cleveland Orchestra to 

power sophisticated streaming subscriptions.⁴

https://www.discovery.com/dnews/discovery-and-georgia-aquarium-team-up-to-share-real-time-access
https://www.discovery.com/dnews/discovery-and-georgia-aquarium-team-up-to-share-real-time-access
https://news.georgiaaquarium.org/stories/discovery-and-georgia-aquarium-enter-into-all-new-multi-platform-content-partnership-to-document-animal-experiences-and-global-conservation-efforts
https://news.georgiaaquarium.org/stories/discovery-and-georgia-aquarium-enter-into-all-new-multi-platform-content-partnership-to-document-animal-experiences-and-global-conservation-efforts
https://www.tessituranetwork.com/en/Items/Articles/News/2021/VimeoOTT.
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Designing a Hybrid Visitor Experience

While the majority of cultural organizations will continue to serve a subset of exclusively virtual visitors, 

the goal of digital offerings expands beyond this. When engaging traditional “in-person” guests (who do 

intend to visit your organization’s physical site), digital channels can also be valuable assets. In our hybrid 

future, it will be increasingly necessary to find ways to blend the physical and the digital – and indeed, 

there is ripe potential for museums to augment the traditional visitor experience with virtual elements.

The visitor journey can be conceptualized in three phases: pre-visit, visit, and post-visit. Each stage of this 

journey can be bolstered through digital exchanges, content, and technology. 

For the majority of cultural organizations, this is already part of their practice. Of the 500 cultural 
professionals surveyed, 70% noted that their institution uses digital or virtual channels to engage 
in-person visitors before and/or after they visit onsite.

By introducing digital offerings throughout the visitor experience, museums have an opportunity 

to initiate an engagement loop, wherein both onsite and online experiences play off of each other to 

supercharge audience activation. 

Yes 70% No 22% Not Sure 8%

My institution serves at least some “virtual visitors,” who engage exclusively through digital or 
online channels, and do not visit in-person.
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When audiences engage with your content or platforms 

online, they will have a range of interests and intent. With 

this in mind, it is important to create a variety of virtual 

pathways for your online visitors to deepen their level of 

participation, based on their needs and preferences. 

As mentioned previously, for virtual visitors who intend 

to remain online only, you may consider prompting them 

to engage with more in-depth content, enroll in a paid 

digital program, join as a member, or donate digitally. 

It is equally important to create pathways for your virtual visitors who do have interest in visiting in-

person. This can help them see a preview of your onsite offerings and encourage them to explore your 

premises. For example, the California Academy of the Sciences website offers multiple types of digital 

offerings: virtual programs and digital learning resources, as well as teaser content that supports their 

in-person exhibitions. 

Similarly, the Asian Art Museum offers events like a “Virtual Preview Showcase”, wherein “museum 

curators will introduce you to some of our highly anticipated upcoming exhibitions.”

In previous conceptualizations of the pre-visit, we have explored how visitors plan their museum 

excursions. However, in the hybrid era, the “pre-visit” may encompass far more.

Consider, for example, that your “first-time visitors” may now be virtual veterans. In other words, before 

guests ever step foot on your premises, they may have engaged extensively with your online content 

and resources. Thus, your “new” visitors may be longtime digital fans for whom travel restrictions, the 

pandemic, or access challenges prevented previous onsite engagement. 

Pre-Visit

Preview Content

There are a number of ways digital can enhance the pre-visit:

https://www.calacademy.org/
https://asianart.org/
https://calendar.asianart.org/event/virtual-preview-showcase-2/
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Purchasing a ticket is another essential part of the pre-visit phase. By now, many organizations have 

introduced advanced-purchase or timed ticketing systems that allow visitors to select their tickets 

online, often for a specific day or time.

In fact, 67% of surveyed cultural organizations now offer online ticketing.
Does your institution offer advanced purchase or timed tickets online?

For more than a quarter of cultural organizations (27%), the majority of ticket purchases take place online.
What percentage of your ticket sales take place online?

Yes 67% No 33%

Less than 10%
11%

11% – 20%
4%

21% – 30%
3%

91% – 100%
8%

Don't know
15%

My institution does not 
offer online ticket sales.

33%

31% – 40%
3%

41% – 50%
3%

51% – 60%
2%

61% – 70%
3%

71% – 80%
6%

81% – 90%
8%
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5 “Online Travel Booking Statistics,”  Condor Ferries, https://www.condorferries.co.uk/online-travel-booking-statistics.

In the pre-visit stage, digital platforms can also be used to help visitors plan and design their own visit 

to meet their preferences. For example, the Henry Ford Museum offers a personalized “My Must-
Sees” Guide, which allows prospective visitors to select the topic and themes they are interested in 

learning more about. Once they input their choices, users are delivered a customized museum map 

of the exhibitions most aligned with their interests, enabling maximum impact between visitors and 

the museum’sThe Henry Ford’s “astonishing collection of artifacts, exhibits, and stories celebrating 

America’s greatest innovations.”

Other organizations, too, have begun to deploy digital platforms to facilitate personalized experience 

design. For example, the Museum of Science and Industry prompts curious online visitors to select the 

date of their in-person visit, the total hours they have to spend at the museum, the age groups in their 

party, and subject areas of interest to produce an individualized museum itinerary.

Since the shift to online ticketing has enabled organizations to collect far more audience contact details, 

museums also have an untapped opportunity to deliver personalized preview content directly to their 

visitors, in advance of an in-person visit.

In the years to come, the number of individual cultural 
organizations offering online tickets, as well as the share of 
visitors opting to purchase their tickets online is only expected to 
grow. For example, 82% of all travel bookings are made online via 
a mobile app or website, which indicates a growing preference for 
online reservations.⁵

This rise in online ticketing has presented a number of opportunities 

for museums to not only collect visitor contact data, but also offer 

visitors a chance to opt in to digital communications.

Personalized Recommendations

82% 
of all travel bookings 

are made online

https://www.condorferries.co.uk/online-travel-booking-statistics
https://www.thehenryford.org/visit/plan-your-visit/my-must-sees/?f=1
https://www.thehenryford.org/visit/plan-your-visit/my-must-sees/?f=1
https://www.msichicago.org/
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The onsite experience can, too, be enhanced through the use of onsite technology. For the majority of 

museums, this is an area of only preliminary exploration. Of the 500 museum professionals surveyed, less 

than a third (31%) agreed that their organization is using innovative technology or digital experiences to 

engage in-person visitors onsite.

Visit

Museum entry is increasingly characterized by streamlined 

digital and contactless experiences. Already, the rise of mobile 

ticketing and digital membership cards enables a large share 

of touchless exchanges for museums. 

What might the application of digital technology look like in practice?

Institutions continue to develop sophisticated ways to support onsite purchases and donations. 

For example, self-service ticketing kiosks are rising in popularity at cultural organizations. At the 

Georgia Aquarium, 30 to 40% of guests who purchase walk-up tickets prefer to use a kiosk. The on-

screen experience with a kiosk has become a critical component of the customer journey, and can be 

programmed to present guests with additional offers, like special animal encounters. According to 

Anthony Rivera, Vice President of Operations and Hospitality at Georgia Aquarium, using kiosks, “visitors 

appreciate the low-pressure feel: on-screen, these offers feel more like opportunities than upsells.” As a 

result, Georgia Aquarium sees higher per-person spend at the kiosks than in window transactions.⁶

Entry and Onsite Commerce

Agree 20%

Disagree 29%

Neutral 29%

Strongly Disagree 17%

Request a Digital 
Membership Card 
Demo with Cuseum

6 Tessitura Network, “A contactless customer journey with a personal touch,” June 8, 2021, https://www.tessituranetwork.com/en/
Items/Articles/Success-Stories/Georgia-Aquarium

My institution uses innovative technology or digital experiences to engage in-person visitors onsite

Strongly Agree 11%

https://cuseum.com/request-demo?utm_source=report&utm_medium=offline_document&utm_campaign=hybrid_2022
https://www.tessituranetwork.com/en/Items/Articles/Success-Stories/Georgia-Aquarium
https://www.tessituranetwork.com/en/Items/Articles/Success-Stories/Georgia-Aquarium


18Volume 1: The Future of the Visitor Experience 

Contactless commerce does not just apply to ticketing – but also to onsite giving. Organizations 

including the National Museum of Scotland and People’s History Museums have implemented 

contactless card and mobile payment-enabled “tap-to-give” infrastructure on their sites, which has 

yielded significant returns.⁷

In adjacent industries, such as travel, self-service technology experiences have already been widely 

adopted. For example, as of 2021, 78% of global airports had implemented self-service check-in.⁸ As 

these types of options become more popular in every area of business, it will become increasingly 

urgent for museums to deliver such technology-enabled services.

As museums strive to develop personalized experiences for their visitors, digitally-powered wayfinding 

solutions can assist guests in navigating their ideal onsite experiences, tailored to their interests. For 

example, at the Technical Museum of Vienna, an indoor positioning and navigation system allows guests 

to navigate through 12,000 exhibition objects and a number of tours with the help of an augmented-

reality powered docent. 

When it comes to delivering content to guests, a variety of technologies 
have proven effective:

Enhanced Wayfinding

Creative Experience Design and Content Delivery 

⁷ Rob Cawston, “Making contact: digital experiments with visitor donations,” National Museum of Scotland July 17, 2017, https://blog.
nms.ac.uk/2017/07/27/making-contact-digital-experiments-with-visitor-donations/.

⁸ Erick Burgueño Salas, “Share of airports that implemented self-service options from 2015 to 2024,” Statista, https://www.statista.
com/statistics/617396/self-service-passenger-check-in/.

MOB ILE  GUIDE S

Rather than relying on clunky audio guides and mobile-unfriendly websites, many 

organizations use mobile apps and browser-based mobile web apps to allow 

visitors to access customized tours and immersive content from their own device. A 

smartphone app can provide visitors with more variety and autonomy, and empower 

them to personalize their experience. Through a mobile experience, museums can 

offer tours of different lengths, catered to different audiences or demographics, or 

https://www.nms.ac.uk/national-museum-of-scotland/
https://phm.org.uk/
https://www.technischesmuseum.at/en
https://blog.nms.ac.uk/2017/07/27/making-contact-digital-experiments-with-visitor-donations/
https://blog.nms.ac.uk/2017/07/27/making-contact-digital-experiments-with-visitor-donations/
https://www.statista.com/statistics/617396/self-service-passenger-check-in/
https://www.statista.com/statistics/617396/self-service-passenger-check-in/


V IR TUA L A ND  AUGMENTED RE A LIT Y

In recent years, virtual reality has taken off as a tool for cultural engagement, 

exemplified by projects from the V&A’s Curious Alice to the Louvre’s “Mona Lisa: 
Beyond the Glass.” Augmented reality has also been deployed for a variety of use cases, 

like improved wayfinding and immersive exhibition design. Cuseum’s AR “Museum 
from Home” functionality also allows guests to revisit their favorite artworks from 

the comfort of their own home by enabling them to virtually place paintings and other 

objects onto their walls and appreciate artworks that are typically only available to 

view in a museum setting.

IM AGE  RECO GNITION

Image recognition-based content delivery has been pioneered by a number of 

museums. Rather than relying on wall text and plaques, this technology allows 

visitors to scan an artwork or object with their mobile device’s camera to access more 

information about it.

IMMERSI V E  AUDIO

To offer more accessible experiences, some organizations have turned to the power 

of audio. For example the Smithsonian developed a novel audio technology, dubbed 

“Synthaisthesia”. In the past, low-vision and blind visitors have only been able to 

experience museums through verbal descriptions, delivered through a screen reader. 

As Smithsonian Creative Technologist Ian McDermott has noted, “Although this 

practice is better than nothing at all, it does not reflect the true impact of imagery.” In 

response to this, the institution developed “an audio experience parallel to the visual 

experience of art, so that blind and low-vision visitors can have a better understanding 

of the visuals in museums.”⁹

9 Ian McDermott, “Synthaisthesia,”  http://www.ian-mcd.com/synthaisthesia.

highlighting different objects, artworks, 

and points of interest. Additionally, a mobile 

app can include video experiences, special 

commentary from experts, and more.

Request a Mobile 
Guide Demo with 
Cuseum

https://www.vam.ac.uk/articles/curious-alice-the-vr-experience
https://www.louvre.fr/en/what-s-on/life-at-the-museum/the-mona-lisa-in-virtual-reality-in-your-own-home
https://www.louvre.fr/en/what-s-on/life-at-the-museum/the-mona-lisa-in-virtual-reality-in-your-own-home
https://cuseum.com/blog/2020/5/5/announcing-museum-from-home-augmented-reality-ar-experience-amp-groundbreaking-research-on-how-the-brain-perceives-art-through-virtual-channels?utm_source=report&utm_medium=offline_document&utm_campaign=hybrid_2022
https://cuseum.com/blog/2020/5/5/announcing-museum-from-home-augmented-reality-ar-experience-amp-groundbreaking-research-on-how-the-brain-perceives-art-through-virtual-channels?utm_source=report&utm_medium=offline_document&utm_campaign=hybrid_2022
http://www.ian-mcd.com/synthaisthesia
http://www.ian-mcd.com/synthaisthesia
https://cuseum.com/request-demo?utm_source=report&utm_medium=offline_document&utm_campaign=hybrid_2022


Volume 1: The Future of the Visitor Experience 20

Just as digital content can inspire guests to make the trip to a museum, it can also inspire them to 

extend their visit through virtual engagement.

Onsite Digital Sign-Ups & Social Media Prompts 

“Head to the Great Stair Hall and get a selfie with our gilded beauty, 
Diana. Give us your best shot by tagging us @philamuseum on 
Instagram, Facebook, and Twitter.”

The visitor experience does not end when guests exit your museum’s premises. Once again, in the post-

visit phase, cultural organizations can cultivate engagement and conversion via digital channels.

Post-Visit

QR codes have made a significant comeback and serve a variety of 

purposes within museums. Strategically placed QR codes on your 

premises can encourage visitors to share their experience on social media 

or join your mailing list to hear about future exhibits. Organizations like 

the Philadelphia Museum of Art even include social media prompts in 

their visitor guide, such as: 

Extending the Visit Online

Tricia Robson
Senior Project Manager of Digital, Education, Publications, Imaging, Libraries & Live Arts @ Metropolitan Museum of Art

At The Met, currently we are planning an immersive learning center children's space. This is a 
dual hybrid and analog experience. Children will get to build and play and interact onsite, but 
there also be a number of digital components that will lead them to our collections and into our 
galleries. And then they will be able to take home with them and continue the experience once 
they leave the museum.

https://philamuseum.org/


Volume 1: The Future of the Visitor Experience 21

The post-visit stage also presents another chance to convert visitors into members. As previously 

mentioned, the widespread adoption of online ticketing, as well as the turn to onsite solutions like self-

service kiosks (which often collect email addresses) have enabled cultural organizations to capture more 

information about their guests than was previously possible. Such contact data can be used to engage, 

survey, and upsell visitors:

Follow Up  & Conversion

Matt Rains
Director of Membership @ National Aquarium

Kayla Halchak
Membership Manager @ South Carolina Aquarium

Sheri DiFini
Senior Membership Marketing Manager @ Denver Art Museum

All of our general admission visitors receive an automated email journey within a couple of days 
of their visit, first inviting them to complete a survey. Then there's a second email in there which 
offers them the opportunity to upgrade their ticket purchase to new membership within 30 days 
of visiting. That was particularly effective in 2021. We activated about 500 new members just from 
this automated journey.

We still require timed ticketing for everyone, so for the first time ever, we have significant data about 
our general admissions visitors. Using our CRM, we follow up every general admissions visit with 
an email that includes a survey. There is also a note that visitors can apply their general admission 
ticket towards a membership within the next fourteen days. That works really well for us.

We’re including people who have visited recently in our acquisition campaigns, and 
when promoting our large ticketed exhibitions.
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As cultural organizations develop better avenues to collect visitor data and log their patrons’ interaction 

history, they also have an opportunity to deliver related content offers, announcements, and invitations. 

For example, you may wish to target visitors to a previous contemporary art exhibition and invite them 

to upcoming virtual “artist talk” lecture series. Or perhaps you would like to promote membership to 

anyone who made a recent purchase in your gift shop or cafe, highlighting the discounts that membership 

offers. As museums become more sophisticated and comprehensive in the ways they collect and harness 

data, the possibilities for personalization will only expand.

In recent years, cultural organizations have begun to dramatically re-conceptualize the visitor journey. 

Prior to the pandemic, the reigning question for so many museums was: 

Personalization and Targeted Offers

Percent of Organizations

Strongly Agree

Neutral

Strongly Disagree

Agree

Disagree

Number of Organizations

94

142

33

159

72

19%

28%

7%

32%

14%

Indeed, our data suggests this perspective is widely shared: of 500 museum professionals 
surveyed, more than half (51%) agreed or strongly agreed that continuing to invest in technology 
solutions to enhance digital and hybrid engagement was a priority for their institutions.

We're both looking at it from both sides: What happens if you're outside in the world and want to 
come to the museum or what if you're starting at the museum and want to continue that experience?

While this remains a relevant issue, museums are now also considering the question:

As Tricia Robson, Senior Project Manager of Digital, Education, Publications, Imaging, Libraries & Live 

Arts outlined at the Metropolitan Museum of Art aptly stated, 

How can we get online followers to come onsite?

 How can we prompt onsite visitors to engage online?



23Volume 1: The Future of the Visitor Experience 

For many museums, this represents a profound recalibration of the aims of digital engagement. Rather 

than serving exclusively as a tool to drive footfall, digital channels and technologies have revealed 

their additional capacity to augment the visitor experience at every stage. Moreover, by introducing 

digital offerings at critical junctures of the visitor journey, museums have an opportunity to build an 

engagement loop that capitalizes on the benefits of both virtual and in-person channels. In such a loop, 

online content can work to inspire in-person traffic, just as the onsite experience can prompt deeper 

virtual engagement. 

As organizations continue to explore and scale digital revenue generation models, online offerings also 

have the potential to become integral parts of institutional business models. Prior to the pandemic, few 

organizations were attempting to monetize digital content, and annual (in-person) visitor count served 

as the ultimate metric of success, privileged by many an annual report. Many museums operated under 

the assumption that the only meaningful way to generate a return on investment for digital efforts was to 

drive online followers onsite. Now, as organizations also develop ways to monetize content and convert 

virtual visitors into customers, members, and donors, they are able to justify a sustained investment in 

new digital platforms and initiatives.

Volume 2 of this report explores the most productive ways that museums have scaled and monetized in 

the digital realm: virtual and hybrid programs.



Volume 1: The Future of the Visitor Experience 24

Methodology
This report is based on a March 2022 survey of 500 cultural professionals on “The State of Virtual and 

Hybrid Offerings at Cultural Organizations.” All data was self reported by respondents.

The breakdown of survey participants is as follows:

By Operating Budget

By Total Staff

Under $250,000

Under 10

$500,000 - $1M

25 – 50

$10M - $25M

100 – 250

Over $100M

Over 1,000

$250,000 - $500,000

10 – 25

$1M - $10M

50 – 100

$50M - $100M

500 – 1,000

$25M - $50M

250 – 500

Unknown

Number of Organizations

Number of Organizations

Percent of Organizations

Percent of Organizations

18%

34%

15%

19%

8%

10%

1%

1%

12%

22%

38%

10%

1%

1%

3%

4%

4%

88

168

76

95

40

48

5

4

60

110

191

52

7

3

13

20

19
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Art Museum, Gallery

Education

History Museum, 
Landmark

Marketing, External 
Relations

Science Center, Natural 
History Museum

Development, 
Fundraising, Membership

Other

Visitor Services

Other

Children's Museum

Curatorial

Garden, Arboretum, 
Park, Nature Center

Technology, IT

Multidisciplinary 

Administration

Multiple

Zoo, Aquarium

Operations

Number of Organizations

Number of Organizations

Percent of Organizations

Percent of Organizations

28%

35%

36%

12%

9%

16%

8%

3%

2%

3%

9%

5%

2%

6%

14%

5%

4%

2%

142

176

181

60

46

81

39

15

8

15

45

24

11

31

69

23

22

12

Type of Organization

Department

The data also represents cultural professionals across a range of organization types.

Lastly, survey respondents represent the following types of departments:
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