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They reflect the many pressures and challenges felt by the museum world during the unpredicted Covid-19 pandemic.

How will Coronavirus (COVID-19) change museums?
A few predictions
By Mark Walhimer

As I write this, on May 15, 2020, we are in the second
month of COVID-19 quarantine in the United States. All
museums in the USA are closed and many museums have
furloughed or laid off museum staff. As of today, the
future1 of museums is very much in flux and the future2 is
unclear.
If I was to make predictions:
1. Museum Closings: In the USA all museums are dependent on donations (including government funded museums). Sadly, the damage has already been done to many
museums and a percentage of museums will close. As of
today, I would estimate ten to twenty percent of museums will close within the next twelve months, that could
amount to 3500 to 7000 museums3 closing in the USA. The
majority of the museums that will close will be small local
history museums with no or one or two staff members.
2. Museum Staff, Freelancers and Venders: Many contracted museum workers (floor staff, educational staff,
curators, art handlers, designers, registrars, etc.) will leave
the museum field. Since the 1980’s and Reaganomics
museums have decreased museum full-time museum
staff to be replaced by independent contractors. Many of
these people will be unable to afford to return to museum
work due to student loans, and personal debt accumulated
during the COVID-19 quarantine. Also, many museum suppliers (exhibit fabricators, art shippers, art storage companies, etc.) will close.
3. Museum Consolidation: The impact of closed museums
and loss of museum staff, contractors and vendors will be
significant and will cause the consolidation of museums
and museum services.

and the loss of wealth of many younger board members.
6. Visitor Need Driven: Both for the need for donations
and for the civil societal needs, museums will be driven by
the immediate needs for visitors (and donors).
7. Networked and Digital: The costs (both financial and
staff / visitor safety) of operating an in-person experience
will be greater than operating digital online experiences.
8. Greater Reliance on Metrics: Due to the hesitant
reopening of museums, and decreased donations there
will be a need for greater data regarding museum costs,
museum revenue, visitor return rate, visitor dwell rate to
manage costs.
9. Museum Building Cleaning: Prior to and during museum
reopening there will be significant costs and efforts to prepare museum buildings to be free from COVID-19 pathogens, including HVAC systems, water systems, and museum
collections. These operating costs will be expensive and
difficult for the general public to understand as uncovered
costs.
10. Greater Need for Collection Care: Prior to and during
museum reopening there will be significant costs and
efforts to prepare museum collections to be free from
COVID-19 pathogens again these operating costs will be
expensive and difficult for the general public to understand
as uncovered costs.

4. Reduced Museum Services: Many museums that survive will be forced to reduce hours, to close galleries and
to increase online digital exhibits. Also, for the short term,
“block buster” large scale multi-million dollar traveling
exhibitions will be put on hold.

11. Long Term: Assuming a reopening of museums in the
timeframe of September to November 2020, the process
will be slow and hesitant. Social distancing will remain in
place and visitors will be prevented to gather in groups of
more than ten people (preventing museum theater, lectures and group demonstrations). Museums will open only
selected galleries with reduced museum staffing, while
carefully watching costs and donations. This hesitant start
– stop process of reopening museums will continue for at
least one year (September to November 2021).

5. Museum Board of Directors: Many museums’ Board of
Directors will be reorganized to include a greater number
of “old money” members, due to the impact of COVID-19

The second to third year of museum reopening will continue in a similar fashion to the first year in a series of starts
and stops with limited museum events with slowly growing
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groups of greater than ten people. There will be increased
efforts to increase museum smartphone applications,
museum online events and programming and smaller new
exhibitions.
The third to fifth year after museums reopening museums
will start to return to more normalized operations. There
will be several significant changes:
● Greater “gig” museum staffing, with fewer full
time museum staff
● Smaller, less expensive museum exhibitions
● More combined digital / tactile in-person visitor
experiences
● More online museum experiences
● More reliance on earned revenue from ticket
sales, museum memberships, and visitor paid
programming.
Smaller, local, nimble museums will find the transition to
the new museum reality less challenging. Large encyclopedic museums will be challenged with the new museum
reality, as they are more dependent on corporate sponsors and have large operating costs. In the end, the new
reality will benefit nimble visitor-centric museums that

can operate lean; artist, scientist, historian focused visitor
experiences.
FOOTNOTES
1. https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2020/04/alphabetsoup-how-will-post-virus-economic-recovery-shape-up/
website accessed April 17, 2020
2. https://www.economist.com/podcasts/2020/03/30/
covid-19-and-the-perils-of-prediction website accessed
April 17, 20202
3. https://www.imls.gov/news/government-doubles-official-estimate-there-are-35000-active-museums-us, website
accessed April 13, 2020
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Continuing the metaphor of extinction and Covid-19
By Robert Mac West
In the previous Special Issue I discussed the significant
event of the extinction of the dinosaurs about 66 million
years ago that is generally attributed to an asteroid hitting
the earth and causing very abrupt environmental changes. The result of that was the extinction of the nonavian
dinosaurs and the subsequent proliferation of mammals
occupying new and non-competitive environments. The
metaphor is that perhaps we can consider the impact
of Covid-19 as a stimulus for a substantial change in the
environments that are occupied by museums and science
centers, thus producing a measurable or even dramatic
change in them and their impact on and reliance upon the
environments in which they will “live”.
It is very interesting to watch the social media right now
with its array of speculations and projections on the museum world of 2020 and beyond. I try to aggregate the news
reports, statements from institutions, commentaries from
the professional associations, etc. into several categories.
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Trying to stay open in some form right now
Very few museums are open now. The most recent posting
from UNESCO and ICOM suggest that about 90% of the
world’s museums are closed. They further estimate that
perhaps 13% of global museums may not ever reopen.
Closed and dealing with revenue and audience shortages
Many, if not most, of those that are closed are suffering financial stresses of various sorts. Obviously there are variation depending on the primary funding sources with many
governmentally-operating institutions at least somewhat
better off than those that are fully independent. It doesn’t
take much to consider the multiple revenue sources that
are not available at this time – admissions, food and gift
shop sales, special events, facility rentals, blockbustrer
exhibits, etc. And there are indications that the overall
stress has for some institutions significantly reduced their
contributed revenues.

