A critical analysis of the online presence of a Welsh heritage institution: St Fagans.
This essay will provide an analysis of the online presence of the St Fagans museum (Cardiff). The site of St Fagans is an open-air museum dedicated to the depiction of traditional welsh folk life (St Fagans 2021). St Fagans is part of a collection of historical institutions which make up the National Museums of Wales. In order to produce this experience, the museum acquires historic buildings; dismantles them and then reconstructs them within the site’s boundaries. To achieve this analysis, I will review the website’s representation of the site by examining key elements such as structure, navigation and user experience; these elements will determine the sites ease of use and ability to convey relevant information effectively. Finally, I will evaluate the contribution made by St Fagans’ social media channels.
My analysis of the website will begin at the homepage. Here, the site provides a large image carousel with slides which inform the public of essential information. The visitor is immediately greeted with an announcement that the museum is now open (and this announcement contains a link to buy tickets). However, this information is immediately contradicted on the following slide which states that the site has been closed due to COVID-19. This contradictory information is confusing for potential visitors and clearly demonstrates that the website is not maintained properly. What’s more, the fact that this obvious mistake looms ever-present on the home page is evidence of a clear misnomer and this could lead to a loss in visitor trust towards the validity of the historic information provided on the site.
What is more, the homepage provides visitors with an extended scroll of information presented in image blocks; these blocks are headed by three key titles – ‘Events’, ‘Features’ and ‘Blogs’ (St Fagans 2021). Whilst these blocks provide relevant content, it would seem more appropriate for these categories to be accessible via the navigation tab at the top of every page (perhaps via a drop-down menu). This is made worse by the fact that these three categories come at the expense of essential information which visitors would expect to see on a tourist site homepage; the opening times of the museum are nowhere to be found nor is information relating to the site’s location or contact details. This information can be found on the ‘Plan you visit’ (St Fagans 2021) tab, however, it would seem more appropriate to utilise this page to inform visitors of upcoming events throughout the day so that guests can plan their visit based around the particular shows/events that they would like to experience.
To analyse the website further, it is important to consider the effectiveness of site navigation and the accuracy of the title description given to each of the navigation tabs. The navigation tab contains a link to the ‘Highlights’ page (St Fagans 2021); the description of this page would lead the visitor to expect highlights of specific homes or exhibitions which might be of interest to them. However, in this case (as the URL would indicate as well), the highlights page appears to act as an ‘About’ (St Fagans 2021) page. This is both confusing and misleading for the visitor for it clearly fails to provide relevant information.
We will now consider the crux of the website which makes up the majority of the information: the presentation of St Fagans’ historical houses and material culture (St Fagans 2021). First of all, visitors are greeted with an overly simplistic page structure which results in difficult navigation; the site lists the homes in alphabetical order, however, once selected, they do not follow the order laid out on the site map or any of the tour guide information. This is potentially confusing for visitors because it makes it difficult to visualise a route around the site. What is more, these structural problems are exaggerated by the use of overly large (and poor quality) images. Nonetheless, once a particular house is selected, the page offers some useful information; there is a short introduction to the building in question, details surrounding its original location and a date referring to its first public opening. So, it is clear that the page would have benefited from smaller images that incorporated a brief descriptive caption; this would have been sufficient to spark interest and encourage visitors to spend more time browsing the site (in a similar manner to sites such as Historic Houses) (Historic Houses 2021), Cadw (Cadw 2021) and Skansen (Skansen 2021).
Nonetheless, despite the problems listed above, St Fagans’ website does contain some notable features. As part of the ‘Plan your Visit’ page (St Fagans 2021), there is a tab with which caters to people who have a disability. Whilst, this information might be considered a common requirement for many visitor based websites, it does seem that St Fagans has gone above and beyond by considering not only those with physical disabilities, (i.e. wheelchair users), but also those with mental health problems and learning difficulties. Moreover, compared to other examples within the sector, it appears unique with respect to the detail it provides for these vulnerable groups. This level of awareness provides the impression that St Fagans takes inclusivity and accessibility for all members of the public seriously. What is more, the information is presented clearly with information relating to different disabilities easily identifiable within the different sections. The page also includes an audio version of the text for the visually impaired, however, it must be pointed out that this functionality is limited to the ‘accessibility’ (St Fagans 2021) page only. This does greatly diminish the utility of this feature and excludes the visually impaired demographic from the websites essential information and learning resources.
Next, we will now consider the user experience of the website; this is something which is important to examine because the website’s ease of use and the interactive elements it provides are critical to a good first impression of St Fagans. On initial assessment, the first thing that comes to the attention of the visitor is the colour palette on display; the website maintains a consistent theme throughout, with a black banner dominating the top of the pages and a white background supporting the main body of the page. However, this does not appear to be the most effective website template design due to the fact  that the white background is very glary and the text is disproportionately small against the page which makes the information hard to read. This may deter visitors from spending time on the website and may result in visitors looking elsewhere for relevant information.
What is more, the website comes across to the visitor as overly cluttered and  visually overwhelming, this is not only because of the unnecessarily large images St Fagans has used throughout the website (as noted previously in the site’s presentation of its historic buildings) but also due to the amount of information that they have attempted to integrate into the website. For example, the learning tab (St Fagans 2021), contains a wealth of downloadable texts and multiple videos. As a result, the page requires a considerably large amount of data to access; this means that for households with slow internet access, the page may be challenging to load. 
Nonetheless, the page contains relevant learning resources for Early Years children right up to Adults; these resources largely cater towards the educational sector, providing activity sheets that teachers can utilise in the classroom. Unfortunately, resources for adults are far and few between and tend to focus on the welsh language as opposed to informative literature relating to St Fagans. This decision to focus on learning resources for younger age groups unwittingly excludes the older non-academic demographic who might want to make use of the website to learn more about the basics of welsh history.
In terms of the site’s presence on social media, it is apparent that St Fagans makes use of both Facebook (St Fagans Museum 2021) and Twitter (St Fagans Museum 2021). These social media platforms distribute promotional marketing material (which generally redirects visitors to the website) and updates followers on important announcements and events such as COVID-19 safety procedures and reopening information. There is evidence of interaction with the public through responses to user comments and direct messaging. However, this is not reflected in the posts made on these accounts; there is no recent evidence of these platforms being utilised to ascertain public opinion (via polls) or any attempts to engage the audience through live video streaming or virtual competitions/quizzes. Nonetheless, essential information relating to the site is readily available on Facebook, with ‘About’, ‘Contact’ and website links easy to find (St Fagans Museums 2021). Given the knowledge that both platforms appear to be treated with equal weight, it is therefore odd that the website only embeds a twitter feed onto the home page and forgoes a Facebook feed. 
St Fagans (the museum) is based around welsh folk life and learning - it is renowned for providing fantastic cultural experiences and is known to leave visitors wanting for more. Unfortunately, however, the website is unable to represent the interests of the museum effectively. Whilst the site clearly contains an extensive amount of (largely relevant) information for visitors, the homepage fails to convey essential information and misleads visitors with contradictory statements. What is more, the rest of the site contains fundamental structural issues which result in the visitor being overwhelmed by overly cluttered webpages. On the other hand, St Fagans’ website does display an awareness for those with disabilities and it does provide educational resources (which are especially beneficial for younger age groups). St Fagans’ social media presence is felt through their Facebook and Twitter accounts; an attempt is made to engage with the public by responding to comments. However, St Fagans does not make use of their online platforms to their full potential and it is apparent that the website (which is used as their primary tool for public engagement) is seriously lacking.
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