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Introduction

Virtual exhibitions are digital spaces designed by an organi-
zation and shared with the public on-line for the purpose of 
disseminating their collection. The intensified resorting to the 
latest ICT technologies in presenting collections is not only the 
effect of the present tendency in museology: of the extension 
of the concept of a museum exhibit and new means of pre-
senting objects,1 but also of the growing demand of the pub-
lic to use innovatory tools for content reception. Already in 
1947, André Malraux described an imaginary museum: musée 
imaginaire, the concept proclaiming the rejection of a physi-
cal institution and replacing it with a place centred on repro-
ductions of art works.2 It can be said that the departure point 
for e-museums was the understanding of museums as non-
material collections freed from the rigidly defined space-time 
continuum.3 The closest so far attempt at defining a virtual 
museum referring to the vision and mission of museums from 
the traditional definition according to ICOM was presented in 
2014, and read as follows: A virtual museum is a communi-
cation product accessible by a public, focused on tangible or 
intangible heritage. It uses various forms of interactivity and 
immersion for the purpose of education, research, enjoyment, 
enhancement of visitor experience. The contents presented 
by virtual museums are usually, but not exclusively, provided 
through electronic means. A virtual museum can also be de-
fined as; an online museum, hypermuseum, digital museum, 
cyber museum, or a web museum.4

Digitized exhibits allow to share museum objects with 
the public under the conditions unthinkable of before. The 

digital shift allows access to the content conveyed by muse-
ums while solving such challenges as the number of visitors 
(virtual space allows a simultaneous multitude of subjects), 
their location (regardless of where the visitor is5), exhibition 
opening hours (the possibility to visit a virtual museum at 
any time 24 hours a day), and overcoming any other barriers  
(e.g., disabilities). Importantly, the majority of such insti-
tutions do not make the whole physical space of their col-
lection accessible to visitors,6 this adding an advantage to 
digital museums which allow the public to see the works and 
artefacts collected in storage spaces. However, visiting a cy-
bermuseum is not identical with the experience a visitor can 
get when visiting the physical space of the given institution, 
and it cannot equal cognition of the object in its analogue 
form, in a real-life experience.7

Digitizing of museums’ display offer
The means applied by museums in order to share their col-
lections in virtual space differ. This resulting not merely from 
the popularity of a given institution or the collection it owns, 
but from its financial capacity and participation in interna-
tional and national digitization projects.8 At the beginning of 
the development of ICT in museums and other institutions 
of cultural heritage the priority of presenting their collec-
tion was given to the organizations operating on the national 
level, which boasted unique heritage pieces and artefacts, 
however, the technological consumption gaining dynamic by 
the public and access to the tools creating digital content 
in museums have been slowly levelling the disproportions 
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between both the centrally- and locally-operating organi-
zations. When designing virtual exhibitions, museums in 
Poland apply various technological tools of varied advance-
ment. A distinguished group of virtual exhibitions present-
ing a real (past or ongoing exhibition) in the digitized 1:1 
format can be found as well as digital units complementing 
the physical display, namely showing elements which have 
never been presented to a broader public. It seems that 
disseminating heritage among the public is the main goal 
of e-museums. Let us not forget, however, about the com-
mitment resulting from the mission of physical museums, 
which virtual museums should also fulfil, namely provid-
ing open access to collections, their organization in a way 
facilitating searching for content, and preservation of mu-
seum exhibits.9 The situation of every museum is obviously 
individualized, however, it depends on financial10 and legal 
issues. Despite lower costs and greater availability of record-
ing equipment the hindrance is still found in training the 
staff in relation to designing interesting and factually cor-
rect online exhibitions, in the standards related to sharing 
collections online, or the problems with technology’s ‘ag-
ing’, particularly visible in the opinion of the younger public. 

Virtual exhibitions are a flexible tool, therefore designing 
a visiting route may assume visitor’s individual and interac-
tive experience. Historical museums in Poland have been 
benefitting from what IT can offer in order to lead their on-
-line public through a created virtual narrative with addi-
tional elements which do not exist even in the museum’s 
permanent display.11 The intention of such procedures is 
not only to make the potential public acquainted with the 
collection, but also to encourage them to visit the museum 
in the future. However, the precondition for mobilising the 
public to visit the museum is designing an interesting solu-
tion, which often implies financial and time outlays. And just 
as there is a general consensus that museum admission in 
real world can cost a fee, the public are not willing to pay 
for the online offer (44% of the surveyed),12 this automati-
cally inspiring new concerns in relation to budget allocating 
to virtual exhibitions

E-museums versus the pandemic
During the COVID-19 pandemic, there was a heated debate 
on the purpose and meaning of online museums among 
the museological circles and within public space.13 Many 
public members decided to visit cultural institutions and 
heritage pieces via a screen, without the necessity to leave 
home. According to the report of the Network of European 
Museum Organisations, from the beginning of the pandem-
ic what enjoyed the highest popularity with the recipients 
of digital products from among the proposed range were 
operations in social media: almost 60% of the surveyed  
museums observed an increased interest in their official 
profiles on portals, followed by videos (42%), and precisely 
virtual visits (28%).14 The increase in visits paid to cyber 
museums encouraged museums to add this communication 
product to their offer or to modernize the earlier created 
virtual exhibitions. According to the statistics of the National 
Institute for Museums and Public Collections, NIMOZ, in 
2020. Almost half of the surveyed museums (49.8%) mount-
ed digital exhibitions, which compared to the previous year 

(about 20% of museums had applied that solution15) is a rel-
atively dynamic growth. The report data also confirmed in-
tensification of the production of this solution. The aver-
age number of digital displays shared by museums in 2020 
stood at four, while the average number of visits to a single 
exhibition stood at 22.613.16 The numbers reflect the need 
the public had to maintain contact with culture limited by the 
pandemic. However, they do not point directly to the growing 
interest in digital offer, but more to the lack of the possibility 
to visit a traditional museum. According to the report of the 
National Centre for Culture related to the readiness to un-
dertake cultural activity,17 elaborated on the grounds of the 
surveys conducted twice, museums came sixth (in June 2020) 
and fourth (in December 2020) among cultural institutions 
that the public were willing to visit in the first place. Although 
the public generally use digital solutions offered by museums, 
some opinions can be heard that even the best online offer 
cannot replace a real visit to a museum.18 

The scheme and results of the research 
process
The departure point for the research was the need to anal-
yse the public of Polish online exhibitions resulting from the 
growth of museum activity in this domain and the multitude 
of products shared with users. The research was based on 
the Computer-assisted Web Interview model, CAWI, con-
ducted through the website in winter 2022.19 It was carried 
out using snowball sampling, with the form closed upon re-
ceiving 590 correctly filled questionnaires which provided 
a representative research sample for analysis. The project 
should be regarded as a beginning of a more profiled re-
search into the public of virtual museums and as a source 
of inspiration for creating similar analyses in respective mu-
seums in the future.20

The research was participated by 370 females (62.7%), 
214 males (36.3%) and 6 individuals (1%) not identifying 
themselves with any of the given gender options. The re-
spondent group acquired for research is composed of indi-
viduals aged 18–70. As for their domicile, 54.4% of the sur-
veyed come from larger urban centres, as many as 15.1% 
are currently living in rural areas, three almost equally nu-
merous groups (10.8%, 10%, and 9.7% respectively) in-
habit different size towns (in the following order: city over 
150.000 inhabitants up to 500.000 inhabitants, town up to 
50.000 inhabitants, town over 50.000 up to 150.000 inhabit-
ants). In order to avoid errors in surveying the respondents 
they were asked about the frequency of their visits to mu-
seums in Poland, not counting professional visits.

The aspect analysed in the course of the research was the 
dependence between a visit to a cyber museum and the first 
two waves of the pandemic.21 First, the surveyed individuals 
were asked to identify on a 10-degree scale22 how much 
they missed the possibility to visit a traditional museum in 
Poland, following which they were to answer whether they 
had taken advantage of an online display. Despite the fact 
that the average figure in responses to the question related 
to the need to visit a traditional museum stood at 5.2 (the 
first wave) and at 5 (the second wave), the respondents did 
not eagerly seek virtual displays: only 9.5% (spring 2020) 
and 8.1% (autumn 2020) did.
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Attempt at the analysis of the public 
visiting virtual exhibitions

It results from the data that 8.8% (50 out of 590) of the 
surveyed individuals actively visit virtual exhibitions. Based 
on this group it was decided that a prototype serving to pre-
liminarily define the e-museum public would be composed; 
in the future it should be extended with all the additional 
data acquired through In-depth Interviews, IDIs. The closed-
-ended questions in the form served to analyse the public 
in view of four categories of variables:

A.	 Distribution of answers (I visit virtual museums) by 
gender; 

B.	 Distribution of answers (I visit virtual museums) by 
age groups;

C.	 Distribution of answers (I visit virtual museums) by 
domicile;

D.	 Distribution of answers (I visit virtual museums) by 
frequency of visits to a traditional museum.

Thanks to this method it is known what groups among 
the respondents use cyber museums most frequently. In 
this case we can see that it is mainly women who are the 

Chart 1. Frequency distribution of visits to museums in Poland

Chart 2. Respondents’ replies concerning the need to visit a traditional museum during the COVID-19 pandemic waves and the number of respondents 
visiting virtual museums during the COVID-19 pandemic waves
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9.5% 9.5%
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recipients of the content shared in virtual exhibition. In the 
age distribution, we can see that definitely the greatest 
number of people are aged 21–30 (almost half of the re-
spondents, 46.2%). The result may have depended on their 
academic activity, since statistically this is the age group of 
people who go to university in Poland.23

The analysis of the data related to domicile demonstrates 
the highest interest in online exhibitions among metropolis 
residents (46.2%), the second place in this category (almost 
1/5 of the respondents) is taken by individuals inhabiting rural 
areas. Such a high result for the latter may be accounted for 
with the access to physical cultural institutions: individuals liv-
ing in the countryside most likely resort to online exhibitions 
owing to territorial limitations resulting from the location of 

traditional museums in urban centres. Interestingly, those re-
spondents who show the highest frequency of visits to tradi-
tional museums (they visit a museum at least once a week) 
rarely resort to virtual exhibitions. Merely 1.9% of the respon-
dents declare that they use online exhibitions, which may be 
accounted for with the observation that they do not feel the 
need to additionally view the collection online. 

An important aspect was to identify where active recipi-
ents find information on the virtual exhibition they would 
visit. This question was formulated in two ways: one had re-
sponses provided in six options and the other was an open-
ended form for giving other answers. The biggest number of 
the respondents declared that their source of information 
on a virtual exhibition was the museum’s website (45.6%), 

Chart 3. Surveyed users of virtual exhibitions classified into four categories

Chart 4. Sources of information on virtual exhibitions
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with the lowest result (4.4%) pointing to the traditional me-
dia, i.e., the press and television. The open-ended answers 
gave three other sources motivating the visit to a virtual 
museum: ‘lecturer’, ‘school’, ‘friends’. This may prompt the 
interpretation that online displays are used particularly for 
educational purposes in the course of school or university 
education. 

The respondents who gave a positive answer to whether  
they visited virtual exhibitions were asked to name 
the exhibitions or point to the institutions that mount-
ed them. Owing to the characteristic of this question it 

was formulated as open-ended. The analysis pointed to  
28 names either of exhibitions or museums presented be-
low. Despite the cases in which a given museum is not fea-
tured in the official museum register in Poland, the online 
exhibitions were included in the list as an example of a virtu-
al product disseminating culture and heritage based on free 
access. In the additional open-ended question the respon-
dents were asked whether any virtual exhibition mounted 
by a museum in Poland encouraged the respondent to visit 
that museum in real life, to which 8.5% of the surveyed gave 
the positive answer, giving the name of the display.

Chart 5. Virtual exhibitions or museums visited by the respondents (pink line) and virtual exhibitions or museums which encouraged the respondents to visit  
a traditional museum (red line)

* virtual exhibitions or virtual museums that are not listed in the official list of museums in Poland

Author’s own study

Virtual exhibition visited 
The virtual exhibition encouraged to visit the museum
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Summary of the research and 
recommendations

Virtual exhibitions are a tool supporting collection dissemi-
nation and preservation, as well as processes of democra-
tization of culture and heritage.24 Appropriately designed, 
not only can they constitute an element of the museum, 
but also its extension. However, many different studies de-
monstrate that online museums cannot replace a traditional 
museum visit, yet they can become a museum experience 
apart. They are useful in educational processes, complemen-
ting traditional teaching methods, and as an illustration of 
examples discussed during a class or a lecture. Importantly, 
online museums can play a supplementary role in the event 
of the impossibility of a visit to the museum because of its 
inaccessibility, individual barriers (domicile, disability), or 
restrictions resulting from the occurrence of force majeure, 
e.g., the pandemic. 

Virtual exhibitions can also motivate a visit to the tradi-
tional museum as long as they are a meticulously prepared 
and interesting digital product which incites the recipient’s 
interest. That is why it is of utmost importance for museums 
to design them in a thoroughly thought out way coincid-
ing with the expectations of the potential public. Following 

the principle: first study, then act,25 already at the concep-
tual stage of an online exhibition its usability tests should 
be conducted,26 and the initial identification of the target 
group of a given virtual display should be carried out. In 
order to avoid trivialization of the message and leading to 
the situation in which the virtual display fulfils merely an 
entertainment function,27 it is recommended for experts to 
contribute to creating the solution instead of outsourcing 
the whole process to IT companies. 

Despite the fact that thanks to the conducted research 
the general recipient of an unidentified virtual museum was 
analysed, the investigation results can be treated as a depar-
ture point for further debate on the online museum public 
and their needs. The presented methods should be treated 
as a source on the potential of studying them in the virtu-
al space. The results show online exhibitions mounted by 
museums in Poland which encouraged the public to visit 
the traditional museum; these can be regarded as design 
models for digital solutions reaching new public. A relevant 
research conclusion is also the identification of the source 
from which the public most often derive information on the 
virtual offer (in the case of digital exhibitions it is mainly the 
museum’s official website28), the conclusion which may sup-
port museum’s communication strategy planning.

Abstract: Virtual exhibitions have become a tool increas-
ingly more frequently applied by Polish museums in order to 
reach a wider public. Using cyberdisplays as a digital product, 
not only do the institutions disseminate knowledge of their 
collection, but also reach new public. The potential and chal-
lenges entailed in designing e-museums have been a topic vivid 

in museology since the late 1990s. During the COVID-19 pan-
demic the discussion on tasks and purposes of digital displays 
was resumed. The paper presents the results of the CAWI re-
search among visitors of digital museums; it also points to their 
motivation, while analysing the demand for such tools classify-
ing individuals who use them into various categories. 

Keywords: virtual exhibitions, virtual museum, museum digitizing, 3D museum, hypermuseum, cybermuseum. 
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