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Introduction 

During the past ten months of the COVID-19 pandemic, museums across the globe have been impacted heavily 

at every level of their operations and structures. While many museums opened their doors again, applying 

strict and safe hygiene protocols to keep both visitors and staff safe during the summer months, at present, 

museums in various parts in Europe are closed to the public again as a result of firmer restrictions 

 

COVID-19 has acted as magnifying glass on the role, structure and functioning of museums. It has increased 

the existing gaps and differences in the museum world, has demonstrated that lacking skills and knowledge, 

lacking flexibility and agile structures as well as diverse sources of income can lead to museums having to 

decrease or abolish their main activities and tasks in service of society, or even facing the threat of permanent 

closure. On the other hand, we have seen examples of museums thriving digitally, reacting creatively and 

effectively to ǘƘŜ ǎƛǘǳŀǘƛƻƴΣ ōŜŎƻƳƛƴƎ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅΩǎ ŜŦŦƻǊǘ ǘƻ ƳƛǘƛƎŀǘŜ ǘƘŜ ŜŦŦŜŎǘs of the coronavirus 

situation, and offering alternative forms of learning and inspiration digitally. In the time to come there is a 

need to investigate the reasons for the gap between these reactionary experiences to help museums at large 

thrive and fully tap their potential on behalf of society. 

 

Until the pandemic is completely under control, museums are facing a substantial income loss, both while 

closed or open with security measures. Visitor levels have dropped considerably and do not only force 

questioning of ƳǳǎŜǳƳǎΩ ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎ ƳƻŘŜƭǎ ŀƴŘ ƳŜŀǎǳǊŜǎ ƻŦ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎΣ ōǳǘ ŀƭǎƻ ŀǎƪ ŦƻǊ new approaches and ideas 

to connect to their audiences and provide access to their collections in a meaningful way.  

This survey was answered by 600 museums from 48 countries between 30 October and 29 November 2020, 

the majority coming from Europe. It follƻǿǎ b9ahΩǎ ƛƴƛǘƛŀƭ ǎǳǊǾŜȅΣ ǊŜǇƻǊǘ ŀƴŘ ǊŜŎƻƳƳŜƴŘŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ 

impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on museums from May 20201 during the first lockdown and sought to 

investigate the different themes that emerged in the first survey and which have been discussed in the 

museum community. The themes are:  

 

1. Consequences of income (and other) losses  

2. The increased importance of digital museum offers 

3. Adapted operations and preparedness during and for crises  

 

This report seeks to inform the community and stakeholders where the sector stands, and looks specifically at 

those issues, in order to develop arguments to keep museums open during the pandemic, to support them 

financially so that they may continue their operation and allow pace to adjust and invest in their digital offers. 

The findings of the survey are translated into recommendations that NEMO addresses to stakeholders at all 

levels. 

 

NEMO would like to thank all contributing museums for helping to capture the impact of the crisis on the 

sector, as well as partners and colleague networks for promoting the survey through their individual channels.  

 

 
1 https://www.ne-mo.org/fileadmin/Dateien/public/NEMO_documents/NEMO_COVID19_Report_12.05.2020.pdf  

https://www.ne-mo.org/fileadmin/Dateien/public/NEMO_documents/NEMO_COVID19_Report_12.05.2020.pdf
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Report Findings 

Museums are Closed 

- Many museums responding to the survey have reported that they are closed for a second time due to 

the COVID-19 pandemic. Over 70% of the museums reported they were closed during the period of 

the survey without definite re-opening date. 

- The second mandated closure was decided without consultation and despite existing and well-

functioning hygiene protocols that museums developed and implemented in their facilities and 

while no case of COVID-19 transmission to visitors was recorded in museums in Europe.  

Visitor Drop During the Crisis 

- Even during the summer months of 2020, when museums were open again to the public, 5 out of 10 

museums reported a drop between 25-75% of visitors, while 2 in 10 museums even reported a visitor 

drop of more than 75%.  

- The drop in visitors resulted mainly from the drop in global tourism (73%), the discontinuation of 

school programmes (64%) and outreach and community programmes in general (50%), and increased 

safety protocols only allowing a fraction of visitors in the museum at the same time (53%), while a 

minority of museums (3%) said that they were not equipped to open due to lacking safety and hygiene 

features.  

- Museums calculate a long time until visitor numbers will be back at pre-COVID-19 level, reaching 

from Spring 2021 to Summer 2022. A majority of responding museums (45%) estimate that visitor 

numbers will return to pre-COVID-19 levels in the months between March and September 2021.  

 

I. Income Losses and Consequences 

Income Loss 

-  75% of the museums report an income loss between up to 1.000 to 30.000 Euro per week even in 

the time they were open to the public, predominantly during the summer months.  

- 6 in 10 museums responded that the income loss mainly stems from (a reduction of sold) tickets, 1 

in 10 museums mentioned the discontinuation of special programmes for visitors.  

- As a consequence of the persisting income losses, the most common change undertaken or planned 

is to discontinue programmes and projects (55%), followed by reducing the visitor capacity (49%) 

and reallocating staff tasks (42%).  
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Financial Support 

- 66% of the responding museums reported that they had received emergency government support 

from national, regional or local level during the pandemic, while 45% claimed that they did not receive 

government support. 

- Museums received financial support mostly for new investments in digital infrastructure and/or digital 

programmes (21%), for safety and sanitary features (15%), and were supported through partial 

replacement of the muǎŜǳƳǎΩ ƛƴŎƻƳŜ Ŧŀƭƭ-out  (18%) and support for fixed costs (14%). 

- When asking for alternative sources of funding, not connected to state funding, 50% of museums 

answered that they had not considered looking into alternative funding sources, and another part of 

museums said they had tried but not yet managed. This does not reflect an absence of need for 

additional sources of income, as displayed throughout this report, museums have seen dramatic losses 

of income. Rather, this reflects the unmet capacity and resources in the museums necessary to seek 

out new, innovative funding schemes and opportunities. 

- After a more thorough evaluation of which museums were looking into alternative funding, it was 

established that larger museums (50%) have been more engaged in seeking alternative sources of 

funding than smaller museums (39%). This finding supports the suggestion that smaller museums 

many times are lacking the capacity (in skills, human resources, budget) to initiate fundraising 

activities. 

- Almost 7 in 10 museums expect budget cuts in the coming years. Cutting budgets on an already tight 

budget with lesser income will put museums even more at the risk of not being able to fulfil their core 

tasks and tap the potential that they hold for society in the future.   

 

II. Development of Digital Services 

New and Increased Digital Services 

- How have museums changed their online offers since the onset of the pandemic? Of the responding 

museums, 93% have increased or started online services during the pandemic. More than 75% of the 

museums said they had either increased their existing social media activities or started new social 

media activities, and 53% of the museum increased or started creating video content. 

- More than a third of the responding museums reported that they had added budget and/or 

resources to increase their online presence or communication in the pandemic. 

- While only 7% of the responding museums reported that they had hired new staff to manage the 

increased online activity of the museums, over 40% of the museums claimed that they had changed 

staff tasks of existing staff to managing online activities of their museum. 

- It is interesting to see that the majority of larger museums (81%) increased their digital capacities as 

a result of the COVID-19 pandemic, while only 47% of smaller museums indicated that they did.  
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{ǳǇǇƻǊǘ ŦƻǊ aǳǎŜǳƳǎΩ 5ƛƎƛǘŀƭ 5ŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ 

- Over 8 in 10 museums suggested that they require additional support with digital tools and 

transition. Of those museums, over 40% of the museums responded requiring assistance with building 

a digital strategy, followed by the need for new digital infrastructure (23.2%) and training of staff 

(18.7%).  

- After a more thorough analysis of which museums require additional support for digital tools and 

transition, the following observations were made: 

- By Location: The expressed need for support for digital transition in urban areas is double (45%) 

compared to the need of museums situated in rural (20%) and capital (18%) areas.  

By Size: Large museums with more than 100 employees show a low (9%) need of support for digital 

transition, while small and medium sized museums express a greater need (37% respectively 39%). 

With 100+ employees it is more likely that the museum already has someone in charge of digital or 

even a whole department dedicated to digital offers and activities. In comparison, a small staff may 

struggle to manage standard museum tasks alongside a committed digital transition.  

Online Visits and Offers 

- Almost 50% of the museums responded that online visits have either remained at the same level 

since reopening their museums, or seen an increase overall.  

- However, almost 40% of the museums responded that they either did not track or did not know 

about the development of their online visitor numbers, which points to a lack of digital measurement 

frameworks and methods. 

- The most popular digital offers for the online audiences since the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic 

were social media activities, which almost 60% of the responding museums reported as more 

popular than before, followed by video content (42%) and virtual tours (28%). 

III. Adapted Operations and Crisis Preparedness 

Strategies and Skills During the Crisis 

- Over 9 in 10 museums feel that both visitors and staff are safe in the museum, with sufficient 

hygiene/safety protocols in place. 

- Concerning skills necessary to accommodate operations in the pandemic, almost 50% of the 

respondents claim they are lacking skills in digital literacy, and more than 25% of the museums say 

they lack marketing and fundraising skills. 

- In recent conversations held internally or with stakeholders, 78% of museums are focused on 

increasing digital services and strategies, while 75% of respondents stated that they are in discussion 

about adapting projects and programmes.  
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- Almost 4 in 10 museums are re-viewing their measures of success as a consequence of the 

Coronavirus situation. When asked about the themes discussed, digital services and impact were 

most mentioned. 

- A majority of museums consider that the biggest challenge in the coming two years will be bringing 

back visitors to their premises. Museums also consider gaining financial stability and keeping up with 

the new online demands and services as some of their main concerns.  

Recommendations 

I. Financial Support for Museums During the Pandemic 

- Over 90% of the museums responding to the survey reported a drop in visitors of 10% to over 75% 

even after their reopening. This has resulted in a substantial loss of income across museums, with a 

harsh impact on large museums and museums in touristic regions in the long term.  

- While the museums expect visitors and this income to return to pre-COVID19 level between spring 

2021 and summer 2022, NEMO asks stakeholders at all levels to continue to support museums during 

this time to guarantee salaries of staff members, to ensure the maintenance of quality core activities 

through projects and continuous investment in the ongoing adaptation and development of 

museums by providing the resources required by a new post-pandemic environment.  

- The support and investment provided during the pandemic should not result in budget cuts in the 

years to follow. Museums across Europe are operating on tight budgets and have suffered substantial 

budget cuts in the past years. Additional cuts to their budgets in the future will put them in a situation 

in which they will be challenged to fulfil their core tasks for society.  

- A large share of museums do not have the capacity or resources necessary to seek out new, 

innovative funding schemes and opportunities. NEMO recommends investing in and developing 

ƳǳǎŜǳƳǎΩ ǎƪƛƭƭǎ ŀƴŘ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ǘƻ ŀŎŎŜǎǎ ŀƴŘ ƻǇŜƴ ƴŜǿ ǎƻǳǊŎŜǎ ƻŦ ŦǳƴŘƛƴƎ outside state support 

through dedicated programmes and initiatives. 

 

II. Development and Support of Digital Services 

- Many museums have reported that they received support during the pandemic to develop their digital 

tools and infrastructure, which is an important step to support museums to stay relevant in the future 

and to encourage innovation.  

- The continued support is especially important when considering the persistent future importance of 

digital museum offers, as this was claimed by 40% of the museums as the most successful strategy 

during the pandemic and as the most-discussed topic both internally and with stakeholders in the 

context of new measures of success.  

- Continued investment and support remain important with regard to the general and sometimes 

basic development of digital skills and infrastructure of museums. 
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- Small and mid-sized museums need specific attention and support in their digital transformation, as 

findings indicate that they are challenged most with a lack of resources, knowledge and skills, to take 

steps towards a comprehensive digital transition. 

- Comprehensive digital transition should include addressing the development of sound metrics, 

frameworks and methods to track digital activities and success, which a large part of the museums 

claims to struggle with or do not apply within a comprehensive strategy or framework. Improving 

ƳǳǎŜǳƳǎΩ digital offers will require a comprehensive evaluation strategy.   

 

III. Adapted Operations During the Crisis and Crises-preparedness 

- Keep museums open to the public during the crisis: Society needs to collaborate to slow down the 

pandemic. However, in a persisting situation, where the risk of individual loneliness is increasing 

substantially, and where public spaces for dialogue and inspiration are reduced to a bare minimum, 

b9ah ǊŜŎƻƳƳŜƴŘǎ ǘƻ ƻǇŜƴ ǳǇ ŀƴŘ ƳŀƪŜ ǳǎŜ ƻŦ ƳǳǎŜǳƳǎΩ Ǉƻǘential to serve as places where well-

being is increased and mental health supported as well as public interaction is encouraged in a safe 

way and all forms of learning is stimulated.  

- Museums are well-equipped to allow for a COVID-19-safe experience for both visitors and 

employees with well-developed safety and hygiene protocols, including time-slot entry systems and 

large spaces that allow for social distancing at all times.  

- ¢ƘŜ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴŎŜ ƻŦ ǾƛǎƛǘƻǊǎ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ŎŜƴǘǊŜ ŀƴŘ ōŀǎŜ ƻŦ ƳǳǎŜǳƳǎΩ ǿƻǊƪ ƛǎ ŀƭǎƻ ǊŜŦƭŜŎted in the feedback 

that museums are giving with regard to their biggest challenge in the coming 2 years: To bring back 

visitors to their premises, and to fulfil their inherent tasks as institutions in service of society.  
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Survey Results 

1. Status Quo of Museums and their Visitors  

 

The majority of museums closed again 

During the time that the survey was open, 73% of the responding museums were either already temporarily 

closed or preparing for a second closure. 3% of the respondents indicate that their museum had to close 

permanently.  

 

 
 

Museums are confident about their survival  

Most museums (81%) do not think that the second closure would result in a permanent closure. Only 2% fear 

that they will have to close permanently as a result of the second mandated closure. 
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Attendance when re-opened to the public 

88% of the museums noted a drop in visitors, even during the period being open to the public. 43% of the 

museums experienced their visitor numbers dropping by half or more since they reopened after the first 

mandated closure.  

 

 
Causes for low visitor numbers despite re-opening 

Drop in travel (73%), interruption of the school year, subsequent loss of cooperation with educational 

institutions (64%), ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƎŜƴŜǊŀƭ ǇǳōƭƛŎΩǎ ŦŜŀǊ ƻŦ ǇƻǘŜƴǘƛŀƭƭȅ ŎǊƻǿŘŜd places (54%) are identified as the main 

reasons for the decrease in visitors. 

 

 
 

Bringing visitor numbers back to normal 

Museums were asked when they estimated visitor numbers could return to their pre-COVID-19 levels. The 

majority (45%) of 283 responding museums do not estimate a full recovery of visitor numbers until the months 

between March and September 2021. 15% are prepared to wait until the spring or summer of 2022 before 

they will welcome the same visitor numbers as before the pandemic. 
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2. Income Loss and Consequences

Weekly income loss after re-opening 

While larger museums are seeing weekly losses of up to or even more than 100.000 Euro per week, 75% of 

the museums report an income loss between up to 1.000 to 30.000 Euro per week.  

 

 
 

 

Ownership of museums reporting no loss 

Of the 16.5% of the museums reporting no loss of income as a result of the COVID19 pandemic, 80% are 

publicly funded institutions.  
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Identifying the source of income loss: 

The majority (60%) of museums reported that the loss of ticket sales was the main cause of income loss. 

This was followed by programme discontinuation and the cancelation of external events.  

 

 
 

Operational changes 

These are the main operational and structural changes indicated by the museums responding to our survey, 

envisaged for the future or undertaken in the past six months. With multiple answers selectable, the most 

common change undertaken or planned is to discontinue programmes and projects (55%), followed by 

reducing the visitor capacity (49%) and reallocating staff tasks (42%).  
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Government support 

Of the 6652 answers to this question, 66% of the respondents declared that they received emergency 

support from the national/regional/local government to help them operate during the COVID19 crisis.  

 
 

 

Generating alternative funds 

Of the responding museums2, 50% indicated that they had not considered generating financial support 

outside of state assistance. The two following most-selected answers were developing new projects (19%), 

and having tried to initiate new funding sources without success (14%).  

 

 
 

  

 
2 Multiple answers possible 
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Generating alternative funds and museum size 

Larger museums (50%) have been more engaged in seeking alternative sources of funding than smaller 

museums (39%). 

 

 
 

 

Areas of support for the museum 

Investments in digital infrastructure was most indicated  (21%), followed by a replacement for income fall-

out (18%).  
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Expected budget cuts 

Almost 70% of museums are bracing for budget cuts in the next two years.  

 
 

3. Development of Digital Services 

 

Change in online service since the onset of the pandemic 

93% of the responding museums have increased, started, or redirected resources to at least 1 online service 

during the pandemic. The two most drastic increases witnessed here are social media posts increasing by 

67%, and video content increasing by 39%.  As a new service, most reported were virtual tours through the 

museums (29%) and online learning programmes (27%). 
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Online presence: resources added 

65% of the museums responding to our survey have not added additional resources to enhance or expand 

their online activities. 
 

 
 

Online presence: staff added 

Only 7% of museums have added additional staff to manage the increased demand of online engagement. 
 

 
 

Online presence: staff responsibility 

Meanwhile, 40% of museums have changed staff responsibilities to meet the increased digital demands. 
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Increase in digital services and museum size 

The majority of larger museums (81%) increased their digital capacities by either increasing resources, 

hiring additional staff, or transitioning the responsibilities of staff to suit online activities as a result of the 

COVID-19 pandemic. The slight majority of smaller museums (53%) indicated that they did not.  

 

 
 

 

Digital transition:  

Over 80% of respondents suggested that their museum requires additional support with digital tools and 

transition.  
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Priority of support for digital transition 

Over 40% of museums responding require assistance with building a digital strategy. This is followed by 

new digital infrastructure (23.2%) and training staff (18.7%).  

 

 
 

Location of museums that need support for digital transition 

The need for support for digital transition in urban areas is double (45%) compared to the need of museums 

situated in rural (20%) and capital (18%) areas.  
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Museum size and their need for digital support 

Large museums with more than 100 employees show a low (9%) need of getting support for digital 

transition. Small and medium sized museums express about the same need (37% respectively 39%). 

 

 
Change in online visits 

Close to half of the museums responding indicated that online visits have either remained at the same level 

since reopening their museums, or even saw an increase overall. 
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Visitor interest in online offers: 

Museums indicated that social media activities proved most interesting to their online visitors (59%). This 

was followed by video content (42%) and virtual tours (28%).3  

 
 

 

Hybrid offers 

A slight majority of respondents (55%) are not implementing hybrid offers at their museum. 

 
 

 
3 Responses to each ŎŀǘŜƎƻǊȅ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴ ǿŜǊŜ ƳŀƴŘŀǘƻǊȅΦ άbƻǘ ŀǇǇƭƛŎŀōƭŜέ ŀƴŘ άL ŘƻƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿέ ŀƴǎǿŜǊǎ ǿŜǊŜ ǊŜƳƻǾŜŘΣ 
though the total responses to each category were considered to calculate the percentages displayed. 
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Social media engagement 

Respondents overwhelmingly (75%) selected Facebook as the most engaging social media channel. 

Instagram took second place (21.4%). 

 

 
 

 

4. Adapted Operations of Museums in Crises Times 

 

Safety in the museum 

An overwhelming majority of respondents (92.9%) confirm that the public is safe at their museum. 
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Safety in the museum 

The same feedback (91.4%) was given by the respondents, stating that staff is safe at work. 
 

 
 

 

Adapting to the situation 

A noticeable portion of the responding museums pointed to having increased work with museum spaces; 

be it using spaces creatively (48%), or addressing physical infrastructure to adapt to new requirements in 

the pandemic (42%).4 

 

 
 

 

 
4  Responses to each category of this question were manŘŀǘƻǊȅΦ άbƻǘ ŀ ǇǊƛƻǊƛǘȅέ ŀƴŘ άL ŘƻƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿέ ŀƴǎǿŜǊǎ ǿŜǊŜ ǊŜƳƻǾŜŘΣ 
though the total responses to each category were considered to calculate the percentages displayed. 
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Working structure 

Over 70% of the respondents stated that they were working partly from home. Beyond this, 24.4% have 

reduced international cooperation and 20.4% have reduced staff and/or hours.  

Successful strategies 

Many museums are facing a second round of mandated closures. NEMO asked which strategies proved 

most successful during the first (springtime 2020) closure and would be prioritized in the first weeks of re-

ŎƭƻǎǳǊŜΦ ¢ƘŜ ǘƘǊŜŜ Ƴƻǎǘ ǎŜƭŜŎǘŜŘ ŀƴǎǿŜǊǎ ǿŜǊŜ ΨƛƴŎǊŜŀǎƛƴƎ ƻƴƭƛƴŜ ƻŦŦŜǊǎΩ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ плΦр҈ ǎƘŀǊŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ total 

responses, followed by ΨwŜƻǊƎŀƴƛȊƛƴƎ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ Ŧƭƻǿǎ ŀƴŘ ƛƴǘŜǊƴŀƭ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜǎΩ (28.1%), 

ŀƴŘ ΨŀƎƛƭŜ ǿƻǊƪ ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜǎΩ όнтΦп҈ύΦ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
















