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The work of a heritage professional is happening in varied networks. Taking this as premise, critically discuss communication theories and their application as a central part of the daily work in museums.

Communication is an important aspect of running a museum. Communication occurs not just between the museum and its visitors, but also between individuals within the organisations and those from outside who have a stake in the museum, such as funders. Communication theory is a way in which these networks of individuals can be better understood. While communication theories are useful, and can be applied in various ways to the museum sector, they are not necessarily vital to the daily work of museums. This paper will consider to what extent communication theory can be applied to the daily work of museums, and what use they are to the people partaking in this work. 
Communication theory, as used in the sociological form that is applied to museums, is the term for the study of interpersonal communication. Communication theory deals with the understanding of various networks of communication as a whole, rather than the act or method of communication itself on an individual basis. 
The application of communication theory to museums has its origins in the 1970s. These initial theories relied on a simple, ‘transmission’ theory, with one party sending a message via a medium to a passive receiver. Later models built upon this idea by introducing a ‘source’, ‘destination’ and the concept of ‘noise’, with noise being anything that can interfere with the transmission of information, such as preconceived ideas of the receiver (Hooper-Greenhill 1994: 40-44, 1999). These simple transmission models were then improved upon to allow for feedback from the recipient to the sender to be included. From these simple models, more complex models have been developed which could be labelled as cultural communication, models of communication that are based on the theory that communication is a social phenomenon that is continuous and reliant on the previous experiences of the participants. These later models include networks of contacts where information flows freely between participants, and hierarchical chains, which involves downward flow of information from one source to many receivers via different channels (Hooper-Greenhill 1994: 40-44, 1999).
Museums can be considered as a form of mass media; they have the ability to disseminate knowledge to large groups of people, and use a variety of techniques and methodologies to achieve this. As a form of media, communication is therefore an important aspect of the role of a museum (Henning 2006, Silverstone 1989). Since the mid-1980s museums have become more aware of the importance of communication, not just within the institutional setting but within the public realm too. Public relations, marketing and audience feedback have become important to museums. As early as 1983 GD Adams published Museum Public Relations (Chung 2018), and in 1985 Roger Miles introduced the idea of using visitor feedback into exhibition design (Hooper-Greenhill 1999). Since then many books and guidelines have been published offering advice and instruction as to how to achieve good public relations in the museum sector (Chung 2018). Writing in (1995) Stephen Locke describes the process of communication and public relations within the Hampshire Museums Trust. The Trust has recognised that the majority of its external communication is with people in the local area. They have devised a statement of purpose to help explain what they do, and have a communication team whose job it is to communicate this purpose to their audience (Locke 1995). Graham Black (2005) suggests that successful museums need to portray a positive image, as well as publicising a clear idea of what is on offer and to whom, which should be linked in to a marketing plan. 
Understanding communication and the theory behind it can be useful for a museum to attract visitors. This can relate to both museum-led and external-led sources. A 2013 study of interaction between selected Danish museums and their audiences via Facebook used Speech Act Theory and Conversational Analysis to examine these exchanges. Speech Act Theory is aimed at understanding and categorising the type of language used in a particular context.  The study concluded that the most common speech acts in museum-initiated content were Directive, those which encourage the reader to take a particular action, and Assertive, the relaying of information. Additionally, the results showed that while museums were more likely to actively start an interaction with their followers, and respond on their own posts, they were often poor at replying to visitor-initiated posts (Laursen et al 2017).    
Communicating theory can also be applied to understand the effect of external sources of media representation on museums. A study of Greek museums using Agenda-Setting as an analysing theory examined the relationship between the media representation of certain museums and subsequent visits to them. Agenda-Setting is a communication theory dealing with the concept of ‘transfer of salience’, that is the direct relationship between what the media portrays and what is subsequently perceived to be important by the public (Zyglidopoulos et al 2012). Agenda-Setting is more commonly used in journalism and political studies, but in the Greek example has been applied to media representation and museum visits. The study looked at visitor patterns to a selection of museums across Greece and found, when adjusted for variables such as overseas tourist season and the 2004 Olympics, that visits to these museums generally increased following positive media coverage (Zyglidopoulos et al 2012).
An understanding of communication theory and its relationship to aspects such as marketing and public relations is important to better aid a museum’s engagement with its potential visitors. Many museums, especially larger ones, are likely to have a dedicated marketing team however, meaning employees outside those departments may find these forms of communication less relevant to their daily tasks. 
While communication theory is obviously important to those working in museum marketing and related fields, it is also important to those helping to deliver museum content. Communication theories can be applied to many aspects of what happens within a museum setting, and go beyond the early transmission models of communication theory. Since the 2000s Actor-Network Theory has been applied by some to the heritage industry. Actor-Network theory has emerged from a background of economic, anthropological, sociological and geographical study, and been combined with business and management approaches so as to be applied to the tourism and heritage sectors (Ren et al 2010).
Actor-Network theory is concerned with the relationship between various aspects or ‘actors’ in a communication network. Where Actor-Network theory differs from other communication theories is that objects and things, as well as people, media and text are counted as actors. With Actor-Network Theory the relationships between these various actors can be seen as equal, with no one aspect being more important than another (Ren et al 2010). By taking this approach everything within a museum setting can be considered through the lens of communication theories. Even before the emergence and application of Actor-Network Theory museum professionals have been aware of the complex relationships that exist within a museum setting.
Michael Belcher writing in 1991 notes that a variety of factors, both internal and external, can affect museum and exhibition design policy. These can include human factors such as the views of funders and interpretation staff, to material components such as objects in the museum’s collection and the physicality of the space available within the museum. In addition to this various staff are then required to deliver museum content, all of whom are individuals, who can potentially affect the message being disseminated by the museum. These can include museum directors, curators, designers, and conservators through to security, shop and admission staff (Belcher 1991). 
Although not explicitly referred to as Actor-Network Theory these themes are reoccurring in literature regarding either museum development and planning or museum communication. Mason (2005) notes that everything in a museum can be regarded as communication, from the more obvious elements such as objects, text and staff, to the more mundane such as museum layout and even the colour of the paint on the walls. These factors can influence museum communication both implicitly and explicitly and can have both intended and unintended outcomes. Black (2005: 98) lists a variety of factors that can contribute to a successful visitor experience in the museum. These factors relate to practical support, ‘feel’, staff input, and physicality of a site, all of which could be considered ‘actors’ when analysing a museum using Actor-Network Theory. While these themes could be regarded as Actor-Network Theory, or a number of other communication theories, they are often not referred to in the literature as such. This could be an indication that many museum professionals, at least in the academic setting, do not necessarily use or consider communication theory as a tool for museums work. 
While some aspects of a museum may be overlooked in terms of communication, such as layout or wall colour, other aspects such as object display and interpretation are more obvious. But even with this there are many approaches and decisions to be made that can affect the message being transmitted to the visitor. Museums are traditionally object centred institutions (Fahy 1995) and as such the way in which artefacts are presented are an important consideration in museums communication. 
Museums can use various methods to interpret objects to a visitor, and combined with a visitor’s pre-existing knowledge this can lead to many variables in interpretation and communication Mason 2005, Belcher 1991. Mason (2005: 203) uses the example of an African mask to demonstrate this principal. Depending on the way the mask is displayed, its surrounding context and the prior knowledge of the visitor, it could communicate a variety of messages. These could be as variable as an ethnographical exhibit, an example of a tribal artefact, the result of colonial looting or simply an example of art. 
When considering interpretation and display there are numerous methods of exhibition and these can affect the way in which a museum communicates with the public. One method is to apply Narrative Theory to exhibitions. Narrative can help people makes sense of what happens over time, and often follows a set of pre-conceived ideas. Museums can make use of narrative in their exhibits to display artefacts and can also change these narratives in order to pass on different messages or to connect to different audiences (Hohenstein and Moussouri 2018: 109-113). This can be of benefit as museums have a variety of users who may require the same information but presented in different ways (Fahy 1995).
Another method to present information to a wide audience of different abilities and differing prior knowledge is to consider the language used within the museum. Accommodation Theory can be used to evaluate text and speech in museums. Accommodation Theory considers how language is adjusted to fit to the recipient, and acknowledges that a balance must be found so that as many people as possible can benefit (Pillière 2018). The writing of text for museums, as well as colour and typeface, have been the subject of much discussion (Gilmore and Sabine 1999, Carter 1999, Dean 1994) and guidelines have been produced for best practice (Victoria & Albert Museums 2013). However, in these circumstances it is rarely considered or referred to as a communication theory, instead being simply a necessary aspect of a museum. 
While display is important, physical aspects can also affect communication. From the selection and arrangement of objects for display, to the layout and colours used in a museum, to the merchandise in the shop, everything has an impact on museum communication (Ren et al 2010, Hooper-Greenhill 1994). These features can often affect the overall impression of a museum rather than the story told by a particular item. 
[bookmark: _Hlk40867454]A study of open-air museums in Belarus and Lithuania used Gibson’s Theory of Affordances to study the impact of design and space on visitors’ perceptions of these sites. Theory of Affordances is derived from ecological study, and is a method of understanding the action that occurs due to the physicality of a space or object. The museums in the study all had a similar layout, with buildings grouped by region, and third person interpretation, story-telling and re-enactment used to help explain the sites. The study was conducted using participatory observation and semi-structured interviews. The conclusions were that as hybrid spaces - museum, park, and nature - these museums were perceived as learning sites, natural parks and venues for entertainment. Furthermore, the methods with which the museum interacted with visitors, and the initial reason for the visit, can impact how the public may engage with these sites (Charapan 2018).
Communication theory can be useful for those involved in exhibition design to help them understand the impact their decisions have on the visiting public. This is particularly notable when producing text and other language-based interpretation, which needs to be accessible to as wide a range of potential users as possible. One issue is that there are a variety of theories that can be used, and decisions about which is most pertinent to a situation must be made if they are to be applied in a museum setting. However, this is less likely to be relevant for those delivering everyday content within the museum environment.  
Museums have several main remits, including the collection and care of objects, documents and knowledge. What makes them museums, rather than just repositories, is the availability of these collections to the public as an educational medium. While understanding communication theory and museums may be important for museum professionals, understanding of learning theories is at least equally if not more important. Discussion on museum learning is more varied and more advanced than that on communication theories, for examples see Hein (1998), Durbin (1996) and Hohenstein and Moussouri (2018). Many of these educational theories however do overlap with the key concepts of communication theories. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]At the time of writing much of the world is being affected by lockdowns due to the Covid-19 crisis. This has caused many museums and other cultural institutions to radically change the way in which they interact with their audiences. In this instance an understanding of communication theory may be of use. In normal circumstances museums are institutions that change gradually over time, but current circumstances have forced such institutions to embrace new technologies and revised ways of working. ‘Actors’ which were once fundamentally important, such as physical spaces or objects, have been replaced by those which previously only played a supporting role, such as social media. Where once institutional energy was primarily directed at the running of a physical site, it has now been redirected to keeping an online presence. Communication theories can be applied to better understand this shift, but more importantly, to understand what may happen next. Institutions that successfully adapt to the ‘new normal’ of Covid-19 are unlikely to operate in the same way they did before the crisis. Their understanding of the importance of various ‘actors’ within their network will have changed. 
Communication theories can, and have been applied to many aspects of the museum sector. These theories have been used to better understand the complex network in which museums operate. They can offer insight into a variety of networks both within the museum, and between the museum and the wider public or those with a vested interest. They offer potential to improve what a museum has on offer and can be applied in a variety of situations. However much of this work on communication theories has been produced for an academic audience. While communication theories can be applied successfully to the work of museums it is not necessarily well used, or even understood within the museums themselves. A range of different communication theories exist, with some being easier to apply to museums than others. Little or no study seems to have been done looking at the use and understanding of communication theories within museums amongst their staff. Some individuals working in areas such as museum marketing or exhibition design, may have some understanding of communication theories, but those involved in the day to day running of museums may not. While communication theories can be applied to the work these individuals are doing, the majority of museum staff and visitors do not need to understand the concepts of communication theory for museums to operate successfully. In conclusion, communication theories can be successfully applied to the daily work in museums, but it is not necessary for all those delivering museum content to understand these theories.  
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