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The work of a heritage professional is happening in varied networks. Taking this as a premise, critically discuss communication theories and their application as a central part of the daily work in museums.
Museums are multi-faceted and complex institutions, with a number of museums in the UK receiving millions of visitors per year. Each museum involves a vast number of roles, and although academics have debated the relevance of the museum’s role as a communicator to the public at large, it cannot be denied that communication is a key characteristic of museums (Whittle 1997: 3). Capriotti states that museums should be predominantly considered as “communicators”, something which can be recognised as the mission of museums (2013: 101). In order to obtain a comprehensive understanding of communication within museums, it is important to acknowledge the communication theories which are at play here. Hodge and D’Souza highlight that museums are not only ‘protectors’ but also ‘communicators’ of memory within their exhibitions and the way in which they communicate the past to the public (1994: 37). In the last few decades, many writers have accentuated the communicative nature of museums within the heritage sector. In order for the methodologies which museums employ to be fully understood, communication theories need to be examined and analysed. This essay will explore a small number of communication models whilst addressing the theory which surrounds it before examining how communication theories impact the methods used by curators to manipulate and present the artefacts within an exhibition. Furthermore, a brief analysis of communication theories with modern technological medias, such as online exhibitions, will be conducted to examine how communication theories are applied as a central part of the everyday work within museums.
Communication can be defined as “the transfer of information and ideas with the deliberate intention to achieve certain changes, deemed desirable by the sender, in the knowledge, opinions, attitudes and/or behaviour of the receiver” (Dean 1994: 160). Ambrose and Paine highlight the importance of developing a clear communication strategy, both internally and externally (2006: 275). Academics, over the past few decades, have continually emphasised the communicative nature and disposition of museums (Hopper-Greenhill 1994: 35). In order to fully understand the role of communication within a museum setting, first the different theories of communication need to be examined
The focus of museum communication has changed and evolved over the previous decades (Whittle 1997: 4). The whole principle of communication can be seen through a very simplistic communications model (see Figure 1). The whole theory surrounds the concept of one person sending a message to another (Hooper-Greenhill 1999:31). Communication, in essence is an act which h aims to present an effect on another person or group of people (Hooper-Greenhill 1999: 30). This particular model identifies communication as a method of presenting and sending information from a knowledgeable source to a receiver (Hooper-Greenhill 1999: 69). This very linear model was developed in the mid-20th Century and has formed the basis of many communication theories and models of later years.
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Figure 1. A simple communication model as seen in Hooper-Greenhill 1999.
This type of Sender-Message-Channel-Receiver models demonstrate how information, ideas, attitudes and such can be transmitted from one individual to another.
Shannon and Weaver (see Figure 2) expanded this simple communication model by including the concept of ‘noise’; some external factor causing interference with the reception of information (Hooper-Greenhill 1999: 31). 
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Figure 2. Shannon and Weaver’s communication model (Hooper-Greenhill 1999: 3)

One key problem with both of these models, is that it suggests that communication is a one-way process with the simple action of transmitting a message from one entity to another. Communication is far more complex than the simple communication models show. 
De Borhegyi puts forward a good starting point for the study of communication between visitors and exhibition officers, slightly more advanced than the linear models that have already been examined (Whittle 1997: 6). He suggests that specific aspects of the museum exhibition, such as the artefacts, are the entry points with which the audience communicate with (Whittle 1997: 5). His ‘Visual’ Communication Model (Figure 3) implies that it is the role of the curator to communicate to the public “if he wishes to communicate to them”.
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Figure 3. De Borgehyi’s ‘Visual’ Communication Model (Whittle 1997: 7).

Although De Borgehyi’s model does elaborate on the linear model already examined, what is interesting is that the communication again appears to only be one-directional. It appears that none of the models which have been discussed suggest that the visitors themselves may be able to either refuse or communicate with the museums. Instead, it appears that the communication theories seem to highlight how museums only communicate ‘to’ and not ‘with’ visitors. However, this model does suggest that visitors are the focal point of the theories when examining museum communications. Whilst this concept of thinking has a critical reasoning, it does suggest that communication also specifically aims to transport the visitor from the obvious to the abstract (Whittle 1997: 5).
Over the course of the following decades, communication theory models continued to adapt. What is interesting, is that the models began to state the importance of all partners in the museum communication equation (Whittle 1997: 12, see Whittle 1997 and Hooper-Greenhill 1994 for further models). The models reflect the changing attitude to the visitors, changing their role from receiver to active participant. Hooper-Greenhill’s “New Communication Model for Museums” alters all previous models in that it makes a complete museum communication system out of all components, including exhibitors, visitors and the exhibit itself (Hooper-Greenhill 1991). This model (Figure 4) shows that the media and the meanings of an exhibit are the convergence point between the communicators and the individual visitors; elaborating on the notion that the audience is no longer a submissive receiver.
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Figure 4. Hooper-Greenhill’s communication model for museums (Whittle, 1997: 19).
Although this model does acknowledge the active role of the visitor, Whittle points out that it does not explicitly address many of the other factors in effective museum communication (1997: 19). A successful communication theory models should highlight the processes, relationships, factors and such involved; none of the models that have been examined thus far fully consider all of the aspects involved in exhibit-related communication, a concept that will be further discussed (Whittle 1997: 19). 
Considering the constant evolution and inclusion of technology within museums, it seems apt to now examine how communication theory is applied within the “virtual museum”. Virtual museums evidently do not necessarily exhibit the same environment as physical exhibitions do (Kalay 2004: 198). Virtual museums emphasize utility by copying certain aspects of a physical exhibition that they support, even if they lack the environmental and emotional stimulation that would normally enrich a visit to a museum (Kalay 2004: 198). Although virtual museums help to support the information that the physical exhibitions display, there is a very clear separation between the individual and the artefacts being shown. The computer screen potentially altering the communication being transmitted; a colder form of interaction is being encouraged, resulting in a potential loss of educational learning (Kalay 2004: 199). 
According to Schweibenz, a museum is bound, by definition, to physical objects (1998: 186). When examining communication theories, it poses the question as to how the communication models that have been examined can be applied to a virtual exhibition room. The communication models are in relation to the communication that occurs between a physical visit to a museum and the individual in question. None of the communication models take into consideration communication between the virtual museum and virtual visitor. In fact, there has been very little academic research conducted on this aspect of museums: an interesting issue considering how quickly technology is adapting, with the introduction of Virtual Reality becoming more common and the rise of social medias. As such, it may be necessary to create an original communication model in order to obtain an understanding of communication theories in virtual museums. 
Figure 5 shows a communication model, specifically designed to examine the role of the virtual museum. However, it also includes a communication model examining a physical exhibition in order to provide a comparison. This model takes its premise from Whittle’s comprehensive communication model (1997: 23) and adapted it in order to examine virtual museum communication. It is clear from this model, that the interrelationships between the responses of visitors and the exhibitions are vastly different depending on how physical the museum exhibition is. This is something that would most likely have been taken into consideration by both the designers and the curators when creating a virtual museum.
Although a specific communication model, such as Figure 5, has not been applied to virtual museums, it would not be incorrect to suggest that the communication models, including those which have already been examined, would have had an impact in the design of the virtual exhibition. However, it must be remembered that such models do not necessarily take into consideration all the different aspects of creating an exhibition, virtual or otherwise. Whittle states that, although several of the models highlighted in his work are elegant, they do not effectively allow for all factors. This begs the question as to whether communication models can be successfully applied in either a physical or virtual setting (1997: 24). This is something that will be further examined when looking at how museum exhibitions are affected by communication models.
Further research needs to be conducted on the roles of media within virtual museums, especially with the continued emergence of social media in the modern world. A number of communication models fail to provide theories in regard to the role of social media. However, it must be remembered that the majority of the models were theorised in the latter part of the 20th Century and it has only been within the last decade that social media has truly made an impact. However, social media has become a highly important way of communicating with wider communities, something which museums are quickly realizing (McLean, K 1999). This should result in communication models adapting to allow for this, otherwise museums will be unable to put forward effective museum exhibitions, both physical and virtual. This need for new communication theories taking into consideration the new media technologies at large is strengthened by the knowledge that few museums have coherent and well managed communication policies for the physical exhibitions (Hooper-Greenhill 1994: 53). If museums do not wish to “wither and die from disuse” (Whittle 1997: 24), then comprehensive communication models which take into account all aspects of exhibition creation need to be created in order for exhibit communication to successfully and effectively send messages to the receivers (Whittle 1997: 24).



Meaning
Other aspects of museum
Next exhibit
Relate experiences to others
Others in group
Social Media
Response
Visitor
Virtual Visitor
Virtual Exhibit
Web Designers
Exhibit designers
Object/exhibit
Exhibit


Message






Message







 










Figure 5. Original Communication Model examining Virtual Museums (Nye 2019).

Communication models, such as the ones which have been discussed, are clearly used daily within the creating of both physical and virtual exhibitions by the designers of the museum. However, it is difficult to obtain a comprehensive understanding of whether these theoretical communication models are used consciously by the exhibition teams.
This essay has already examined communication theories within a virtual setting and has provided an original model in order to help describe how communication is conducted. This section is going to critically analyse the use of communication models and their successful, or not so successful application to the creation of physical exhibitions. 
Hooper-Greenhill states that the simple communication models, which are continuously applied to museum exhibitions, have been criticised over the previous decades due to the fact that they make assumptions that cannot always be considered appropriate (1994: 44). For example, the receiver is conceived as cognitively passive with little to nothing to contribute; in essence their role is to receive and nothing more. When this concept of communication theory is applied to museum exhibitions, it is considered that audiences will be a passive participant in the communication equation (Hooper-Greenhill 1994: 47). There is no acknowledgement of the concept of audiences actively interpreting their experiences based on prior knowledge, the exhibition itself and other factors; a linear communication model creating a linear exhibition. The use of linear communication models can be further criticised through the notion that they force separate departments to not communicate internally to produce an effective exhibition (Hooper-Greenhill 1994: 47). These models highlight the role of the curator as the power-broker, defining the message and content in their own personal point of view; an idea which does not hold true in museums. Whittle highlights how the visitor’s response drives the communication process, something which the linear communication models fails to acknowledge.
For museums to effectively apply communication theories in the creation of exhibitions, they need to move away from the linear communication models which have been examined. A communication model which could be effectively applied to create a multi-faceted exhibition can be seen in Figure 6. However, even this model fails to acknowledge all factors that contribute to a successful exhibition. For example, any interference that visitors obtain is completely neglected in this model and it implied that ‘noise’ is non-existent. A fact which is completely incorrect. Nonetheless, this model does provide a better basis for communication within exhibitions than the previous linear models. As has already been mentioned, there is a continual use of new technologies to communicate the messages which museums which to give. Communication models need to adapt in order to continue to successfully create a communicative exhibition, something which is currently being underdeveloped, even in the most recent of communication models. Not only this, but they need to ensure that the audience is not seen as a “passive receiver” but as an “active participant”, something that Figure 6 emphasises. 
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Figure 6. Whittle’s Comprehensive Model of Exhibit Communication (1997: 23).

This essay has critically examined the roles and applications of communication theory through examining communication models which can be applied to a variety of networks. It is clear from this research that, although communication theories are a necessity when creating both virtual and physical exhibitions, they do have a number of issues which could potentially suggest that the application of such theories is not as centralised as one would possibly expect. It has been made clear that communication models need to be more visitor, or receiver, driven over communicator driven, something which Whittle highly emphasises in his work (1997: 24). Hooper-Greenhill highlights how museums need to adapt and adopt more effective communication models in order to create effective communication exhibition both physical and virtual. It has also been highlighted that for communication models to be successfully applied in the day to day lives of museums, they need to begin to acknowledge the continued emergence of new technologies, including social medias. Not only this, they need to fully comprehend the visitor’s response in order to continue to create effective exhibitions. 
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