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Foreword

4 stories for museums

This handbook reflects the collective talents of many fine, interdisciplinary practitioners from across Eu-
rope. I should know, I have had the pleasure of training some of its authors. I’ve also collaborated with mu-
seums in my own country and respect the challenges they face in reaching new audiences, to engage
with people not previously associated with museum activities.  As a former teacher of Vocational Media, I
have seen the positive impact that participatory community media projects have on those involved, whe-
ther they are students in formal learning, or citizens from across the spectrum, joining in for a great many
reasons. The results are always very special.

This handbook will help you to explore the application of such activities within the cultural sector, with par-
ticular reference to Science Museums and the application of Digital Storytelling.

I’d like to share a little story with you.
Rewind a few years, I was standing in front of an international group at the end of an intensive Digital Sto-
rytelling workshop in Turkey.  The group was made up of trainers from seven countries, learning how to
make digital stories for the first time and we had just screened all the stories made; twenty two in all. It’s
hard to gauge the responses of a group whilst standing at the front but I was thrilled by the variety in the
content of those stories. Stood with me was one of the project coordinators, whose onerous duty was to
step forward to give the closing comments. Little did she know that I had saved a moving story to the end
of the screening, not to cause a stir but because it was a great story to end on.  The hairs on the back of
my neck stood on end as I saw tears begin to well up in her eyes. There was no way she was going to be
able to speak and she had to leave the room as she became overwhelmed in the moment. Of course, with
such a supportive group it didn’t matter in the slightest and quite honestly, we were all a bit weepy at the
end of an emotionally charged few days.  

But I believe that for her, something happened in that moment, something much bigger than being caught
out by a single story. 

Digital Storytelling does that.  It did it to me when Daniel Meadows first visited my college in Wales over
ten years ago.  It has also affected most of my friends and many of my colleagues and will continue to do
so, as long as we learn how to reflect on our own experiences and share our stories honestly with others.

So where’s the pay off... isn’t it obvious? 
That coordinator did what so many of us have done since ‘our moment’; she has explored new and inno-
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vative ways to use the Digital Sto-
rytelling method and I’m delighted
that she is one of the authors of
this excellent handbook.

Steve Bellis 









The activities run in the project’s framework include:

- Desk research on the social role of museums with particular reference to the use of DS in scientific mu-
seums;

- Training courses in the use of DS as a tool to actively involve new audiences, addressed to professionals
from museums and other partner institutions;

- Planning and implementation, in a number of Italian, Spanish and Rumanian museums, of pilot projects
targeted at potentially marginalized citizens;

- Dissemination of results through participation in international conferences and a range of communication
activities.

Documentation regarding all the above mentioned activities is available on the project website (www.dia-
mondmuseums.eu). The handbook, on the other hand, is aimed at describing the same activities and their
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10 DIAMOND. The project and the context

results from the point of view of pilot project coordinators. In our opinion, its value lies not so much in re-
porting on model case studies carried out in museums across Europe (however important this may be), as
in sharing the results of experimental practices in the use of new technologies (DS) and the development of
new approaches to intercultural dialogue and social inclusion  tapping into the potential of the cultural her-
itage. Therefore, the contents of this handbook may well be considered and used as a project report, but also
as a planning model which may be repeated in other cultural or museum contexts, and finally as a research
format for further experimentation with cultural inclusion strategies and their evaluation.

Lastly, an important goal of this publication is to present DS both as a tool with a rich potential to highlight
ever more vividly the inclusive role of cultural institutions and museums in particular, and as an instrument
to evaluate the social impact of museum activities on the local community.

The handbook features essays illustrating the European and national contexts of partner Countries in the
project, exploring the issues of cultural accessibility and the social role of museums, presenting DS as a tool
to promote cultural democracy and to carry out impact evaluation. Other essays are more specifically de-
voted to technological issues in the use of DS, or to reporting on the training experiences and the pilot proj-
ects in which DS was used in order to promote the active involvement of participants in museum activities.

The volume is primarily addressed to professionals working in museums – educators, mediators, curators –
and in their partner institutions to involve audiences with special needs (or new audiences), and more in gen-
eral to all those interested in knowing more about this subject.

We hope this handbook will help colleagues at national and international level  to exchange and share good
practices, and will give a small contribution to the debate on the crucial issues of cultural democracy, the
role museums can play in promoting a cohesive society, and the potential of digital technologies in furthering
new forms of socio-cultural dialogue.

Cristina Da Milano and Elisabetta Falchetti





12 Culture, access  and lifelong learning

Access to culture

Efforts on the part of public authorities and cultural
institutions to promote access to culture originate
from philosophical perspectives which are different
and complementary at the same time: on the one
hand, public agencies should be committed to the re-
distribution of public resources with a view to cater-
ing for as wide a segment of the population as
possible; on the other, cultural institutions should
reach out to new audiences in order to prove them-
selves socially responsible as well as to secure sus-
tainability. 
There is also another issue, closely connected with

the notion of culture as an agent of social transforma-
tion, which demands careful consideration, i.e. the
right of all individuals to take part in the cultural life
of the community as a question of equal opportuni-
ties; in other words, the idea of culture as a facilitator
of social inclusion and the notion of cultural participa-
tion as a means to remove barriers and divides and
as a key competence for creativity. 

Today it is widely acknowledged that visitors play a
vital role in projects concerning museums and cul-
tural heritage: to actively involve the audience is a
priority for the European Commission, as well as for
most cultural organisations and public authorities
throughout Europe5. Evidence of this new attention

Access to culture
“Access to culture remains a highly topical issue across Europe. Available data on cultural participation
shows that a significant part of the population still does not participate in mainstream cultural activities,
with people in more deprived circumstances (with regards to their income and education level) partici-
pating much less than people with higher education profiles and higher incomes. Cultural participation is
recognized as a human right and an important building block for personal development, creativity and
well-being. However, the cultural provision offered by institutions receiving public funding often benefits
only a reduced segment of the population. This may require the identification of strategies to increase par-
ticipation, in order to guarantee equity and efficiency in the use of resources”.

“Policies and good practices in the public arts and in cultural institutions to promote better access to and wider participation in culture”
(http://ec.europa.eu/culture/our-policy-development/documents/omc-access-to-culture.pdf)4

4. The OMC report Policies and good practices in the public arts and in cultural institutions to promote better access to and wider participation in culture
(http://ec.europa.eu/culture/our-policy-development/documents/omc-access-to-culture.pdf) is the outcome of the work undertaken by the Working Group
on better access to and wider participation in culture, a group of twenty-four experts representing an equal number of EU Member States. The Working
Group was launched in early 2011 under the Council Work Plan for Culture 2011-2014 which implements the European Agenda for Culture. The group
worked together using the Open Method of Coordination (OMC) - a voluntary cooperation between EU Member States which aims at improving policy-
making by exchanging those lessons learnt by the various Member States.

5. In October 2012 the EACEA-Education, Audiovisual and Culture European Agency dedicated an international conference to the issue
of Audience Development (see http://www.cultureinmotion.eu/European-Audiences/index.jsp).



studies6, the cultural sector traditionally intended
(and museums in particular) is generally exclusive
and self-referential: for this reason, in the past
decades, the democratisation of culture has been
one of the core issues addressed by cultural policies
in several Western European countries7.

There are three key policy areas which need to be
addressed for heritage to become a vehicle of inclu-
sion: access, representation and participation8.
Traditionally, issues related to access have been as-
sociated with physical and financial barriers (indeed,
such barriers are still among the main obstacles com-
promising the accessibility of heritage institutions,
especially in the case of “disadvantaged” groups),
while only recently greater attention has been de-
voted to more “intangible” kinds of barriers, such as
sensory and cognitive barriers, cultural barriers (i.e.
individual interests and life experiences), attitudinal
(having to do with the institution’s culture and overall
atmosphere) and technological barriers (e.g. the in-
adequate use of ICTs to facilitate accessibility to the
institution’s programmes), the perceptions of “non-
visitors” (e.g. the perception of cultural institutions
as elitist places, targeting the well educated and so-
phisticated people; the refusal of specific forms of
cultural expression, perceived as uninteresting or of-
fensive; the low priority given to cultural participa-
tion). For strategies aimed at promoting social and
cultural inclusion to be fully effective, however, it is
necessary to combine access development policies
with policies focused on participation (in decision-
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is provided by the growing interest in audience de-
velopment policies; a stronger emphasis on the part
of cultural institutions on their educational and social
role; the greater attention devoted to the local com-
munity and context. A fast-changing economic and
social environment is prompting the development of
new audience development policies at the local as
well as at the global level. Concurrently, cultural or-
ganisations are testing new management models,
and are willing to take on new responsibilities with a
view to diversifying their visitor policies.

As shown by several audience surveys and visitor

“Museums are products of the estab-
lishment and authenticate the estab-
lished or official values and image of a
society in several ways, directly, by
promoting and affirming the dominant
values, and indirectly, by subordinat-
ing or rejecting alternate values.”

R. Sandell

“Museums as Agents of Social Inclusion” in
Museum Management and Curatorship,
vol. 17, issue 4, 1998

6. European Commission, Cultural Access and Participation, Report, 2013, http://ec.europa.eu/public_opinion/archives/ebs/ebs_399_en.pdf.
These surveys and studies are concerned with local communities rather than with tourists. Audience development and participation
policies, in fact, are not meant to deal with cultural tourism, but to address issues such as cultural identity and the social and cultural
wellbeing of the local community. 

7. From an historical point of view, post-war cultural policies revolving around the issues of access and participation may be categorised
in three broad approaches: audience development, rooted in the idea of the democratisation of culture; socio-economic devel-
opment, based on the use of arts and cultural activities to further non-artistic goals; and cultural inclusion, aimed at extending ac-
cess not only to consumption, but also to the means of cultural production and distribution (see F. Matarasso, “L’état, c’est nous: arte,
sussidi e stato nei regimi democratici” in Economia della Cultura 4/2004).

8. R. Sandell, “Museums as Agents of Social Inclusion” in Museum Management and Curatorship, vol. 17, issue 4, 1998.
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making, creative processes, meaning-making
processes...), recognising audiences as active inter-
locutors to be involved through a range of practices
going from the occasional consultation to “empow-
erment-lite” forms of engagement, from collabora-
tive meaning-making to participatory planning (a
principle recognised in the official documents of in-
ternational organisations such as ICOM - Interna-
tional Council of Museums and ICOMOS -
International Council on Monuments and Sites).

In order to remove barriers to wider participation,
cultural institutions can adopt a variety of strategies
and practices (i.e. the creation of advisory panels in-
cluding representatives of different groups such as
youths, migrant communities, disabled people; the
development of training courses aimed at actively in-
volving target groups in the planning and/or the im-
plementation of cultural services; “community
collecting” programmes; the promotion of youth par-
ticipation through the production of new content
based on platforms and information technologies
with which they are familiar, or the development of
cultural products targeted at their peers) which, as
different as they may be, share the common goal of
making institutions less self-referential, more rooted
in the life of the local community, and more open to
the needs of audiences and other stakeholders9.

A further issue for cultural institutions to address is
representation - or, more precisely, the misrepre-
sentation or non-representation of specific groups
and cultures/“subcultures” (for example in theatre
programming, museum collections and displays,
books and services in libraries) which has historically
led to the promotion of dominant social and cultural
values and thereby, albeit indirectly, to the subordi-

nation and refusal of alternative values.

Cultural institutions can address all of these issues
through a range of specific strategies, such as those
suggested in the final report of the OMC Group on ac-
cess to culture10:

- Carrying out audience surveys: these studies
should be able to identify different typologies of
users, i.e. regular audience, occasional audience,
potential audience and non-users. Audience sur-
veys clearly are the first step a cultural institution
must take to understand the groups it wants to
reach and to put into place the strategies needed
to reach them.

- Removing barriers to access: see paragraph
on access.

- Initiating partnerships with a diverse range
of key actors: the active participation of citizens
is crucial to implement this strategy, since meas-
ures to be adopted may be better devised
through a participative approach and the con-
sultation of potential users. Cooperation is also
needed between institutions and political stake-
holders at the national and European level.

- Sharing policy approaches and disseminat-
ing good practices: it is crucial to be aware of
what happens throughout Europe, and to mutu-
ally learn the different approaches to cultural ac-
cessibility issues.

- Developing audiences: several studies show
that the issues of access and participation are
more frequently referred to cultural offer than to
cultural demand. And yet, the efforts aimed at de-
veloping audiences are primarily concerned with
creating a demand: cultural institutions should
tailor their programmes to suit the needs of their

9. S. Bodo, C. Da Milano, S. Mascheroni, “Periferie, cultura e inclusione sociale”, Quaderni dell’Osservatorio, n. 1/2009, Fondazione Cariplo, Milano 2009.
http://www.fondazionecariplo.it/portal/upload/ent3/1/Quaderno1_testo_integrale.pdf

10. See footnote 4.
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audiences, shifting from an offer-oriented policy
to a demand-oriented one.

- Training staff: devising sound audience devel-
opment policies requires a long-term engagement
and support, and projects need continuity if their
aim is to initiate organisational change. Building
commitment towards cultural access into the in-
stitutional fabric implies a substantial investment
in staff training. On this topic, the role of the Life-
long Learning Programme 2007-2013 has been
crucial, as it provided many  museum profession-
als with training opportunities on a diverse range
of issues (e.g. adult education in museums, work-
ing with disadvantaged groups, the role of ICTs in
cultural education).

- Producing coherent data: there is a strong
need for evaluation methodologies which are ac-
curate and based on both quantitative and quali-
tative data; there is also a strong need  for
longitudinal evaluation, with a view to analysing
complex processes such as the development of
new audiences and the definition of participation
strategies.

Lifelong learning
in museums

The European Union is strongly committed to lifelong
learning, perceived as an integral part of its goal to
make Europe the most competitive and dynamic cul-
ture-driven economy in the world. Since the Euro-
pean Council held in Lisbon in March 2000, lifelong
learning has become a key element of European
strategies, aimed at promoting not only competitive-

ness and employment, but also greater social inclu-
sion, active citizenship and the fulfilment of individ-
ual aspirations.

The Lifelong Learning Programme 2007-2013 was an
umbrella programme integrating various educational
and training initiatives, including adult education
(Grundtvig sub programme) and vocational educa-
tion and training (Leonardo da Vinci sub pro-
gramme)11. Starting from 2014, the LLP has been
replaced by a new programme called Erasmus+,
which will cover the period 2014-202012. In relatively
recent times, the EU also underlined the role of ICTs
in lifelong learning processes through the initiative
i201013 aimed at promoting inclusion, better public
services and quality of life for all citizens. The goal is
to make the rich literary and audiovisual European
heritage available to a wider number of citizens, by
combining ICTs and personal creativity. In fact, the
latest technological developments are enabling the
provision of educational opportunities also through a
growing range of interactive and mobile devices, in
order to meet the needs of a new generation of
learners, who expect the use of technology to be part
of the learning process.

The role institutions such as libraries and museums
can play in promoting non-formal learning is crucial
in the European agenda, and is likely to represent a
core issue – at the crossroads between education,
culture and social policies – for years to come.
Moreover, the growing attention devoted to these in-
formal approaches to learning allows to focus on the
experimental nature of learning, thereby including
surprise, amazement, emotions, personal responses,
enjoyment and pleasure in this process. 

11. http://eacea.ec.europa.eu/llp/
12. http://eacea.ec.europa.eu/programmes-2014-2020_en.php
13. http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=COM:2005:0229:FIN:EN:PDF
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A new breed of relationships is emerging between
objects, learners and digital technologies, and cul-
tural institutions are becoming places of exploration,
discovery and interpretation. 

A greater and more specific understanding of the role
and outcomes of informal learning through cultural
participation is a key prerequisite for the future of
museums, libraries and other institutions, with a view
to improving technologies, approaches and the eval-
uation of results.

Concluding remarks
Like a real diamond, the DIAMOND project reflects all the
different facets of the relationship between culture and
society: the need to devise and implement appropriate
strategies to promote access to culture; the close corre-
lation between cultural access and lifelong learning
processes, with a specific attention to the training of
staff and the use of ICTs for the production of coherent
data; the partnerships between different actors, whether
social or cultural; the removal of barriers to access.
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disciplinary areas and knowledge; philosophies
change, along with their relationship with contempo-
rary cultures. Scientific museums provide a method-
ological, empirical and theoretical support to
changes in scientific culture, and at the same time
are their tangible expression. Hence, they also
changed, following the development of scientific
thought which has caused conceptual revolutions
such as the theory of biological evolution, the theo-
ries of relativity, of complexity, and systemic. The de-
terminist, mechanistic, reductionist and dogmatic
epistemology and models of early science and scien-
tific museums gave way to a post-modern vision
which is complex, systemic, relational, dynamic and
critical, open to doubt and uncertainty. These
changes are visible in the research carried out, its
methods as well as its themes. In natural history mu-
seums, for instance, taxonomic studies (through
which thousands of living species were given a name
and described) have been complemented by studies
on evolutionary biology, ecology and bio-geography;
molecular biology allowed a review of collections in

the light of new phylogenetic issues, leading to new
classifications. Today, also the interpretation of the
earth and outer space is evolutionary; plate tectonics
is the key to the interpretation of the earth crust’s
evolution; the big bang and the expansion of the uni-
verse explain the dynamics of celestial bodies.
Changes in scientific paradigms, before and after the
revolutions, are also witnessed in the approach,
forms and themes of museum displays. Some scien-
tific museums of ancient foundation (for example the
museum of human anatomy in Turin, or some gal-
leries of the natural history museums in Paris or Flo-
rence) have “musealised” their history and the
history of science, by keeping their collections and
displays virtually unaltered , but most have changed
both in contents and in the approach to display. The
themes of bio- and geo-diversity, the evolution of the
earth and of life on the earth are now dealt with in all
museums of natural history (the Leiden Museum, for
example, now has a new name, Naturalis: Biodiver-
sity Centre). Biological specimens, by and large ani-
mals and plants, are exhibited/interpreted with more
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or less innovative museographic solutions to reflect
their adaptation to the environment or other evolu-
tionary relationships. The historical Museum of Zool-
ogy of the Jardin des Plantes in Paris was transformed
into the “Grande Galerie de l’Évolution”, an imposing
museum devoted to evolutionary and ecological is-
sues. The new wing of the Natural History Museum of
London, the Darwin Centre (a most appropriate
name!), re-examines naturalistic collections, re-
search activities and issues in the light of evolution-
ary science. Also new fields of scientific study such
as nanotechnologies made their way into museums;
the “NanoToTouch” research and communication
project, launched as a pilot by the Deutches Museum
in Munich, was extended to several other science
museums, such as the “Leonardo da Vinci” Museum

in Milan and the Museum in Gothenburg. 

Changes in scientific museums are also due to other
socio-cultural trends. The second half of the past
century, and its last decades in particular, were
marked by a growing cultural demand, most notably
in the scientific field. The Universal Declaration of
Human Rights (1948) sanctioned the right to knowl-
edge for all 1.

The principles expressed in the Declaration, along
with a better quality of life in several countries, led to
an increase of education for all, both at school and
through the mass media. Scientific literacy has been
and still is an objective of all Western and/or industri-
alised countries because of its educational and prac-

1. “Everyone has the right to education. Education shall be free.... Elementary education shall be compulsory. Technical and professional education shall be
made generally available and higher education shall be equally accessible to all on the basis of merit. Education shall be directed to the full development
of the human personality and to the strengthening of respect for human rights and fundamental freedoms. It shall promote understanding, tolerance and
friendship among all nations, racial or religious groups, and shall further the activities of the United Nations for the maintenance of peace” (Art. 26). “Every-
one has the right freely to participate in the cultural life of the community, to enjoy the arts and to share in scientific advancement and its benefits” (Art.
27).



tical cultural value: contemporary societies are heav-
ily relying on science and technology; in fact, they
have been defined “scientific and technological” so-
cieties, or “scientific knowledge” societies. The in-
creasing scientific and technological impact has also
changed the relationship between science and soci-
ety; once confined to universities and academies,
science became an interesting issue for other com-
ponents of society, whether political-administrative,
economic or civil (a phenomenon which Eric Ziman,
in his essay “Real science” of 2002, defines as a
“transformation of science from academic to post-
academic”). More in general, there was an increase
in stakeholders, i.e. categories of people potentially
interested or involved in scientific processes and de-
bates; as a consequence, some scientists saw in this
wider system of relationships new forms and poten-
tialities of scientific knowledge, defining it “post-nor-
mal science” and including in its algorithms and
models the points of view both of scientists and of
civil society. The greater demand for scientific knowl-
edge is also connected with a democratic right to

participation in environmental, technological and
health-related choices, which require specific com-
petencies. Aware of the value of knowledge as a cru-
cial factor for freedom of thought and public
participation, the philosopher and educational re-
former John Dewey underlined the importance of cit-
izenship education, especially in the scientific
domain, already in the early twentieth century.

This “socialisation” of science required new strate-
gies and cooperation on the part of all scientific insti-
tutions, as witnessed by events such as “The
researchers’ night”, today organised in all universi-
ties, research institutes and scientific museums
across Europe. The role of scientific museums in pro-
moting scientific education and the democratisation
of science has been vital since, alongside schools,
they are the only institutions open to all citizens and
in a position to involve wide segments of the popula-
tion. Jorge Wagensberg, founder and director of Cos-
mocaixa in Barcelona, argues that a scientific
museum today should be a space devoted to encour-

20



aging scientific knowledge, method and public opin-
ion (2005). Scientific museums have taken part in
Public Understanding of Science (PUS) and Public En-
gagement with Science and Technology (PEST) inter-
national projects. PUS and PEST projects, originally
aimed at promoting public consensus and support of
scientific research as well as of applied science, also
pursued the goal to re-establish a dialogue between
science and citizens when trust and interest started
to wane. This crisis, already palpable at the end of
last century and confirmed by many studies includ-
ing Eurobarometer surveys, is still persisting, and ac-
counts for a decrease in scientific careers among
youths. Scientific museums, valued and respected
for their educational-cultural, less utilitarian and
technological vision, played an active role in mend-
ing this controversial relationship between society
and science. The Natural History Museum in London,
for example, included in its mission statement the
objective of “mediating” between citizens and sci-
ence, alongside the objective “… to help people
enjoy the natural world, develop their scientific

knowledge and understand the impact of science on
their lives”. Science Centres, a new breed of scien-
tific museums characterised by a more interactive
and inclusive approach, were created in the second
half of the twentieth century precisely to make sci-
ence more accessible and attractive for all. Their ed-
ucational approach was influenced by the
constructivist schools of thought, which considered
exploration, questioning and direct experience as
ideal strategies for the self-construction of knowl-
edge. Generally, Science Centres have no collec-
tions, but are rich in tools and resources offering
non-expert visitors an experimental and participative
experience. Thanks to their engaging approach and
to the messages of cultural democracy they convey,
whether implicitly or explicitly, these new science
museums have become extremely popular and may
now be found in all the industrialised world.

New objectives for science (and therefore new roles
for scientific museums) were set in the session “Sci-
ence for the Twenty-First Century” of the World Con-
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ference on Science (Budapest, 1999), and published
in two key documents: The Declaration on Science
and the Use of Scientific Knowledge and The Science
Agenda-Framework for Action. These documents pro-
mote a new role for science in society: they empha-
sise the need to initiate new relationships and
strengthen scientific knowledge and cooperation; to
connect contemporary and traditional knowledge; to
promote interdisciplinary studies and cultures; to
support science in developing countries; the impor-
tance of ethics in scientific practices, as well as the
use of scientific knowledge to increase skills in prob-
lem-solving from different points of view and in ex-
plaining natural and social phenomena by
questioning them critically. Finally, a new commit-
ment to help societies in times of crisis: Science in
society and for society to promote socio-cultural and
environmental development, democratic participa-
tion of citizens in social resolutions, critical thinking,
new forms of culture and, most of all, peace in the
world. The European Union developed framework
programmes dealing with “Science and Society”; all
major cultural Institutions or Agencies, including mu-
seums, have comprised these issues in their re-
search, training programmes or activities, and taken
on the new role of mediators for dialogue and partic-
ipation. 

Museums able to question
and renew themselves
This plan/project of contemporary scientific muse-
ums denotes a shift in perspective with reference to
potential visitors; in fact, it aims to diversify audi-
ences in terms of age, gender, background, interests
and needs, counting on the museums’ potential to
actively engage anyone at any time in life. Until the
end of last century, the prevailing social representa-
tion of scientific museums in sections of society char-

acterised by low levels of literacy and educational at-
tainment, was of static institutions mainly identified
with the building where collections were “hosted”,
rather than with the activities taking place in the ex-
hibition spaces. Another common social representa-
tion of scientific museums, also in wealthier and
better educated layers of society, sees them as in-
formative-educational institutions especially ad-
dressed to children and young people; schools and
families, in fact, still are the main audience of scien-
tific museums, and studies on visitor motivations re-
veal that most people go the museum “to increase
their knowledge” and “for the education of their chil-
dren”. Several visitor studies and surveys (e.g. Euro-
barometer) on the relationship between European
citizens and science corroborate this image, often as-
sociated with an elitist and exclusive idea of scientific
museums. As a matter of fact, this didactic-educa-
tional image is very close to what museums them-
selves perceived as their raison d’être until not so
long ago; accordingly, the themes explored in exhibi-
tion spaces were chosen from a strictly disciplinary
point of view, and public programmes were mainly
tailored to pursue cognitive objectives. This approach
encouraged a fruitful partnership with schools and
other learning agencies, which today still represent
the core target audience of scientific museums, but
discouraged the participation of many citizens, put
off by an institutional image which was hardly con-
nected with ideas of inspiration and enjoyment. The
future of scientific museums was still associated with
“didactics” (Bloom, 1988) at the end of last century,
thereby implicitly reinforcing its instructive, informa-
tive connotation. And yet, in a few years scientific
museums showed their ability to address new social
needs, thereby turning around their cultural image,
changing their relationship with visitors and non-vis-
itors, adopting new approaches to display, communi-
cation, dissemination and education. Historically
collection-oriented museums shifted to a visitor-ori-
ented policy, clearly visible in terms not only of edu-

Scientific museums, culture and society22
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cational approaches, but also of visitor-friendly facil-
ities and comfort. We still remember the momentary
bemusement of visitors when, twenty years ago, a
cafeteria was placed right next to the historical col-
lections in the Grande Galerie de l’Évolution in Paris.
Cafeterias, picnic areas for families, bookshops, gift-
shops and other facilities are today an integral part
of the museum’s relationship with its visitors.
In order to involve different audiences (rather than a
generic audience), scientific museums explored new
approaches to communication, started pilot projects
and research, encouraged new visiting patterns,
drawing inspiration from a range of learning theories
and regularly carrying out evaluation of their activi-
ties. The notion of learning itself was enriched by
new perspectives and objectives. Hein and Alexander
(1998), for example, define learning as an individual
and social, conscious and unconscious, constant, ac-
tive, complex and lifelong process; learning implies a
change in knowledge, capabilities, attitudes, beliefs,
values, feelings, concepts, behaviours; it depends on

the context, cultural background, learning tools and
settings. The importance of emotion and motivation
in learning has been acknowledged also in scientific
museums; as a consequence, displays have become
more evocative, aesthetically “beautiful” and capti-
vating, at times rather spectacular and stunning.
Howard Gardner’s vision of multiple intelligences
(1987, Frames of Mind) inspired museums to explore
different experiential and learning opportunities, be-
yond the traditional languages of science. Painting
and drawing, drama, music and other art forms are
used to engage visitors from an emotional and cog-
nitive point of view. An exemplary case study is pro-
vided by Naturama in Svendborg (Denmark); the
project for this museum, whose name results from
the combination of the words “nature” and “drama”,
recalls the Nature Theatre, the fascinating definition
chosen by Ulisse Aldrovandi for its pioneering Mu-
seum in Bologna at the end of the sixteenth century.
Opened in 2005, Naturama represents the evolution
of the historical Museum of Natural History of Svend-
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borg, which after 75 years of activity turned around
its traditional exhibition spaces by organising highly
evocative displays around three themes – animals at
sea, on land and in the air – drawing inspiration from
the museums of Paris and Leiden. Naturama tells
Natural History “in a different way” through drama,
light, sound and films. 
Today, most scientific museums are aware of the
communication potential of a synergy between art
and science and exploit it, thereby introducing new
interdisciplinary and intercultural approaches. In-
spired by Science Centres, the adoption of interac-
tivity in museum exhibition spaces and experiences

is one of the key aspects of this transformation. The
use of new technologies ranges from rather simple
multimedia installations providing additional infor-
mation to complex systems enabling direct partici-
pation and interaction.

The approaches to dialogue with visitors, the very
idea of the “undifferentiated”, “non-expert” visitor to
be guided and instructed, substantially changed.
One of the most significant developments is the shift
away from what sociologists of science have called
the “deficit model”, i.e. an approach based on a lin-
ear transmission of knowledge from experts/scholars
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to an uninformed audience, which has traditionally
been embraced by most museums. In the new para-
digm, visitors are seen as individuals with their own
legitimate knowledge systems, motivations, interests
and personal opinions; different studies highlighted
visitors’ desire not to be considered as passive users
or persons to be “educated”, but rather as co-actors
in the construction of scientific knowledge. The dia-
logue with curators and researchers working in scien-
tific museums was therefore intensified, both with ad

hoc meetings and debates, and by making research
activities visible through “transparent” walls: no
longer closed and mysterious laboratories, but
spaces open to the visitor. All the new museums or
renewed sections of older museums are embracing
this principle of “transparency” and inclusion. The
above-mentioned “NanoToTouch” programme, for ex-
ample, invested in the direct contact between re-
searchers and visitors by opening laboratories, so as
to promote the awareness of participants in such a
controversial issue as the risks posed by nanotech-
nologies. Information on policies, collections, re-
search and publications may be found in museum
websites, in line with the principle of “open access”
(Berlin Declaration, 2003: Our mission of disseminat-
ing knowledge is only half complete if the informa-
tion is not widely and readily available to society). 
Today’s trend is to include visitors in museum poli-
cies and decision-making processes (Inclusive mu-
seum), as well as to develop a closer relationship
with the surrounding community (MUSE, the new sci-
ence museum in Trento, was created after years of
on-line and on-the-ground consultation with local res-
idents). Most museums started a blog or used other
forms of social media to engage in a dialogue with
citizens.
Another significant trend in the changing relationship
between scientific museums and society is the in-
volvement of communities, amateurs, schools and
other institutions in the digitalisation of collections,
studies or field research through the web. The goal is
to promote museums as spaces for developing a col-
laborative construction of knowledge, culminating in
Citizen science or Crowd science, to the benefit of
both institutions and participants. Several scientific
museums are members of the Citizen Science Al-
liance, which, through the projects/websites “Zoouni-
verse” and “Zoogalaxy”, gathers data on all scientific
aspects related to the sky and earth; “Take notes
from Nature”, in particular, is the project aimed at
enriching data on museum collections. Another suc-
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cessful example is provided by the “Evolution Mega-
Lab” project, involving museums, universities and
citizens in gathering data on the polymorphism of
the Cepaea nemoralis snail, and on the current evo-
lution of this particular species. The “DINA” project
involves major natural history museums in Sweden,
Denmark and Estonia with the aim to develop an in-
formation system allowing participating institutions,
amateur naturalists and other partners to effectively
manage collections and share the relevant informa-
tion at a national and international level. The system
is currently being developed and is based on open-
source components.
The active participation of citizens in museum poli-
cies and decision-making processes is part of, and at
the same time a tool of democratisation and the pro-
duction of new, participative cultural forms, in line
with the “post-normal science” model, fostering the
sharing of knowledge and promoting relationships in
which all are equal participants.

Established roles,
new roles
Bernard Schiele and Emlyn Kostner published the
essay “La révolution de la Muséologie des Sciences”,
where they illustrated some of the most significant
changes in twentieth-century museums, already in
1998. The authors tried not only to explain the
causes behind these transformations, but also to an-
ticipate new trends and needs for the twenty-first
century; they underlined the role played by scientific
museums in promoting citizenship education, in
helping individuals familiarise with science and tech-
nology, in raising their awareness on the importance
of research as well as on the impact of science in the
transformation of our societies. The authors also
highlighted the inventiveness of scientific museums,
their ability to constantly initiate new activities and

studies, to respond to the needs of visitors and soci-
ety, to deal with ever-changing issues; in particular,
they argued that scientific museums are about much
more than just promoting a public awareness of sci-
ence: they engage visitors in a debate on the future
of our societies and suggest possible paths for action
and reflection. The growing complexity of present-
day society requires all individuals to understand
contemporary issues and challenges in order to be-
come citizens to all effects. Whose responsibility is
this?, ask the authors, and implicitly suggest muse-
ums should make their own contribution. In fact, one
of the first steps taken by contemporary scientific
museums has been to take on a new responsibility
for environmental conservation, which involved all
areas of museum activity: from collections manage-
ment to scientific research and education/learning.
Many mission statements were integrated in the light
of this new agenda, and concrete actions initiated ac-
cordingly. Collections were revisited in the light of the
new problems posed by the conservation of biodiver-
sity. Several museums launched ad hoc research and
conservation projects in their own territory or in
other areas of the world, and/or funded research it-
self. They take part in projects aimed at environmen-
tal impact evaluation. Science education is now
integrated with “environmental” education, and new
issues and approaches to the promotion of a greater
awareness and appreciation of the natural world
have been introduced. The ethical principles of envi-
ronmental education, including the intrinsic value of
all living species, continue to inspire museum educa-
tion activities. Issues concerning the preservation of
bio- and geo-diversity and the impact of humankind
on nature have been represented in the displays of
all scientific museums for the past twenty years. Fol-
lowing the publication in 1992 of “Agenda 21”, which
recommended education for sustainable develop-
ment, several museums have devoted entire exhibi-
tion sections to this project. Controversial issues such
as biotechnologies, global warming, pollution, the ex-
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ploitation of earth’s natural resources, are dealt with
both in displays and in specific education/information
projects.
The concept of sustainability, originally referred to
development processes which are compatible with
the existing natural resources and the needs of fu-
ture generations, is gradually being extended to
comprise all the different aspects of the relationship
man-environment, including the individual and social
ones. The modern notion/project of sustainability is
aimed at changing the way our societies think and
act in view of a “planetary” sustainability, i.e. a bet-
ter quality of life for all living beings on the Planet,
and for the Planet itself. It is not only a matter of
“preserving” the environment, the different species
or the natural resources needed for human survival,
but of rethinking society in terms of justice, equality,
solidarity and the right to well-being. The process of
sustainability requires a radical cultural change
(Edgar Morin, 2000, talks about paradigmatic
changes of “complex, systemic, trans-disciplinary,
critical” thought, but also about new forms of “plan-
etary ethics”). Scientific museums have a great po-
tential to trigger these processes of cultural change,
both by stimulating the development of “sustain-
able” thinking through the contents and approaches
of displays and cultural/education activities, and by
launching “socially” new and sustainable projects.
Social harmony is one of ICOM’s declared goals, like
peace and world democracy are among the goals set
forth by UNESCO (1997) for lifelong learning. Many
museums are including sustainability in their mission
statements and agendas, and are considering to take
on new responsibilities in the future, which are con-
cerned with the quality of life, rather than the in-
crease, of visitors. 
This aspect of contemporary museology leads us to
re-examine the initial question of this article: what is
driving museums taking part in the DIAMOND project
(as well as other contemporary scientific museums)
to include socio-cultural inclusion goals in their

agenda? Alongside the traditional goal to further the
scientific education of individuals, scientific muse-
ums (all museums?) are committed to promoting a
better quality of life and relationships within and be-
tween our societies, in cooperation with other institu-
tions and civil society at large. This goal, whether
declared or not in the museum’s mission statement,
is increasingly informing the policies of contempo-
rary scientific museums, and may be clearly per-
ceived in their activities, in the themes they
investigate, in the ways they promote communica-
tion and dialogue with communities and the sur-
rounding territory.
Socio-cultural exclusion (whether actual or poten-
tial), the deprivation of the right to culture with all its
social consequences, is one of the main problems of
our time, concerning the museum sector as a whole
(see for example the GLLAM Report, Hooper-Green-
hill et al., 2000; Museums & Society, by American As-
sociation of Museums, 2008; Including Museums,
Dodd & Sandell, 2001; Social inclusion, the museum
and the dynamics of sectoral change, Sandell, 2003)
and also scientific museums: the museum for all, for
lifelong learning and for all cultures project still
seems far from being accomplished. Visitor studies
in scientific museums have a long-standing tradition.
Starting from the 1950s-1960s, the socio-demo-
graphic features of visitors, their cultural attitudes,
the degree of familiarity with museums, the motiva-
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tions for visiting, consumption patterns, competen-
cies and skills developed etc., and more recently the
connections with pre-existing knowledge, have been
researched. Today, many data are available on the
audiences of scientific museums: they all show that
the museum population does not reflect the popula-
tion at large; that visitors mainly come from well-ed-
ucated sectors of society and are regular
museum-goers; that their pre-existing knowledge
and social status influence their choices in terms of
cultural consumption and museum attendance.
There are several visitor observatories in Europe, and
the most important scientific museums carry out vis-
itor studies. Also the European Union is interested in
these issues, for example through the Eurobarome-
ter, which explores the relationship between citizens
and science, as well as their attitudes/opinions on
scientific museums. In Europe, the latter are less vis-
ited in comparison with other scientific institutions
such as zoos and aquariums or even with non-scien-
tific institutions such as art museums and libraries.
An overview of the socio-demographic features of a
scientific museum or a Science Centre’s audience
shows that visitors include more men than women,
more young people than elderly people, more man-
agers and students than citizens with lower educa-
tion attainment levels. Other national surveys reveal
that whole groups of citizens are underrepresented
or absent from museum audiences, for example
teenagers, but also elderly people, migrants, people
living in deprived neighbourhoods. These data make
it imperative for scientific museums (all museums)
to reflect on their actual contribution towards cultural
democracy and the social well-being of their sur-
rounding communities. The museum’s “social re-
port”, i.e. a clear account of its mission and impact
on the quality of life of the local community, be-
comes an important tool of internal and external
evaluation. Today, the key concept of “inclusive mu-
seum” may be referred not only to participative ap-
proaches to display or public programmes, but also

to the museum’s ability to become a space for en-
counter and dialogue between different people and
cultures.
Scientific museums unquestionably have a great po-
tential to promote the socio-cultural inclusion of dis-
advantaged and marginalised citizens (DIAMOND’s
results, presented in this handbook, provide a clear
evidence of this); naturalistic collections in particular
can provide a context for the exchange and re-nego-
tiation of knowledge needed to encourage new social
relationships and participative processes. Their abil-
ity to evolve in response to changing societies and
to face their challenges clearly allows them to take
on new roles. They still represent an important cul-
tural landmark for citizens and institutions, as wit-
nessed by the new museums being established or
the old ones being renovated across the world. Some
examples for Europe: the Darwin Centre at the Nat-
ural History Museum in London, the Blau Museu in
Barcelona, the new MUSE in Trento, the renewed Mu-
seum of Natural History in Venice, the City of Science
and Aquarium in Valencia. Museum partners in the
DIAMOND project themselves initiated major cultural
transformations (see the presentation of pilot proj-
ects). New scientific museums are being created out-
side Europe too, not only in the United States (see
for example the California Academy of Science in
Berkeley), but also in emerging countries, where a
scientific museum culture did not exist until recently.
Is it possible to assess the value of a scientific mu-
seum today? The Netherlands Museum Association
(2011) chose the following indicators of a museum’s
social significance: its collections and heritage (“Col-
lection value”); the ability to act as a network and
mediator between different social groups, to initiate
partnerships, to become a platform for debate, to ad-
dress important contemporary issues, to provide rel-
evant and meaningful content (“Connecting value”);
the power to provide all citizens with learning oppor-
tunities, whether formal, informal or permanent (“Ed-
ucational value”); the capacity to engage visitors in
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experiences which are enjoyable, relaxing, inspiring,
stimulating both from a physical and an intellectual
point of view (“Experience value”); and finally, the
ability to contribute towards the economic well-being
of a territory (“Economic value”).

If we try and apply these indicators to scientific mu-
seums, we can see their high socio-cultural profile.
The value of collections remains unchanged, as they
keep on inspiring new studies, interpretations, and
disciplinary reflections. Their value is in fact increas-
ing, in particular naturalistic collections providing ev-
idence of past and present life forms on Earth, both
at a local and a global level; the last specimens of
extinguished species (including more recent ones)
are preserved in museums. Taxonomic research is
still important, as there are presumably millions of
species still to be discovered and described on Earth;
moreover, the evolutionary and ecologic approach
expands the scope of research to include the envi-
ronment, its transformation and its “health”. The

ability to act as agoras / places for public debate, to
initiate networks and research partnerships, but also
public participation, is an historical trait of scientific
museums, and proportionally grew in response to so-
cial transformations and the increasing need for cul-
tural democracy and inclusion. The new scope for
action as spaces for socio-cultural “contact”, ex-
change and dialogue, as confirmed also by the DIA-
MOND project, increases the value and future
prospects of scientific museums. As for the educa-
tional value … this is also an integral part of their his-
torical mission; research and reflection on education
increased and reached a high degree of professional-
ism in most museums; education departments,
charged with investigating the best possible condi-
tions for learning, are today a well-established reality
in scientific museum. Schools, universities and other
cultural and educational agencies often find in scien-
tific museums ideal and highly efficient partners.
Several studies (including those carried out in DIA-
MOND’s framework) show that scientific museums
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are places for learning and changing ideas, values,
attitudes and interests; they fuel creativity, wonder
and imagination; they increase skills and competen-
cies. These results are also connected with the expe-
rience value. Scientific museums started a reflection
on how to promote inspiring, gratifying, convivial and
constructive experiences for all audiences many
years ago; display strategies, the use of different ap-
proaches and languages are aimed at creating ideal
conditions for everyone, visitors with health or dis-

ability problems included. Museum visits can also be
“therapeutic” and have an impact on the well-being
of communities. Finally, several scientific museums
have a consistent value for local economies, both as
a recreational opportunity and as a tourist attraction,
by generating employment and “enterprise”.
Considering the important challenges posed by the
twenty-first century, scientific museums will most
likely keep on playing an important socio-cultural-
environmental role.
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range of educational activities, and in the past few
years has been devoting growing attention to adult
groups in marginalised situations, by promoting re-
spect and knowledge of biodiversity.
(www.antipa.ro)

The Museum Complex of Natural Sciences “Ion
Borcea” of Bacau is engaged in scientific research,
the conservation and valorisation of its collection,
and educational projects. Its scientific activity is in-
creasingly combined with a growing awareness of
the complex relationship between the museum and
its diverse audiences, with a particular attention de-
voted to groups with special needs.
(http://www.adslexpress.ro/muzstnat) 

The Natural Sciences Museum of Valencia offers
an exciting journey of discovery through natural his-
tory and preserves, among other things, the impor-
tant paleontological collection of Rodrigo Botet. The
Museum is committed to the active involvement of
its audience in educational activities, and organises
meetings and workshops also targeted to special
needs groups, such as the inmates of Picassent’s jail.
(http://www.museosymonumentosvalencia.com/museo
s/museo-ciencias-naturales/)

“We are all refugees, with no fixed
abode in this intricate world. Rejected at
the frontier by an army of words, we
look for a story where to find shelter.”

Wu Ming 2
Antar Mohamed

Timira

Partners
Project partners include a diverse range of organisa-
tions and institutions, all committed to working for
the promotion of cultural participation as a vehicle of
social inclusion and as a vital component of lifelong
learning.

ECCOM – European Centre for Cultural Organi-
zation and Management (project leader) has been
working since 1995 in the field of cultural manage-
ment with the aim of promoting an interdisciplinary
approach to cultural organisations. It has already
been involved in several European projects aimed at
furthering the role of museums in promoting social
inclusion and lifelong learning.
(www.eccom.it)

Melting Pro - Laboratorio per la Cultura is a per-
manent workshop committed to the development of
ideas, proposals and initiatives for a wider access to
culture and heritage at the national and European
level. In recent years, MeP has taken part in a num-
ber of European projects dealing with lifelong learn-
ing, and has carried out important Digital Storytelling
activities. (www.meltingpro.org/it)

The City Museum of Zoology of Rome has a long
history, a rich collection and a great experience in
the development of pilot projects aimed at promoting
social inclusion. The Museum has carried out several
educational projects and activities within and beyond
its walls, addressed to special groups and with a par-
ticular focus on lifelong learning.
(www.museodizoologia.it)

The National Museum of Natural History “Grig-
ore Antipa” of Bucharest has a leading role in zo-
ological research and cooperates with other
museums, universities and research centres in Ro-
mania and worldwide. The Museum offers a diverse
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The goals, phases
and impact of the project
Storytelling has always been an integral part of
human history; it structures the language, it helps in-
dividuals give a meaning to the reality surrounding
them, it makes communication and exchange possi-
ble. It is a practice shared by all cultures and tradi-
tions. Autobiographical storytelling helps individuals
develop a greater self-awareness as well as an un-
derstanding of their life experiences, following a two-
way trajectory – towards the self and towards the
other. The use of new technologies allows to trans-
late oral narration in a video or to associate it with an
image sequence; as a result, narratives acquire a
new communication power and a greater expressive
richness. The practice and methodology of Digital
Storytelling, which combine these two elements,
are therefore the driving force behind the DIAMOND
project, whose innovative character works at differ-
ent levels: the acquisition of new knowledge, the at-
tainment of new skills, and the development of
creativity, expressive competencies, a greater
awareness of the self and of the other.

The project’s main goal is clearly to encourage the
use of Digital Storytelling in museums, as a tool for
self-expression and for communication with others
which helps removing cultural barriers. The develop-
ment of narratives and videos allows to acquire new
technological skills on the one hand, and to expand
one’s own creativity on the other; it also fosters inter-
generational exchange in those projects where eld-
erly people are involved.

This goal, which is at the core of the DIAMOND proj-
ect, is complemented by other important objectives:
to analyse the educational activities already carried
out in museums of partner countries and addressed
to groups with special needs; to provide a training in

DS for the museum professionals involved; to identify
methodologies and tools for an accurate evaluation
of the social impact of the activities carried out by
museums; to promote the role of science museums
as key actors for knowledge-building and personal
growth, as well as vehicles for combating social ex-
clusion and alienation; to apply the achieved results
at a scientific, methodological and practical level.
Several activities were carried out in the project’s
time span. The City Museum of Zoology of Rome pro-
vided the other partners with invaluable materials for
research and practice, having previously carried out
a pilot project in Digital Storytelling (see above).

DIAMOND was organised in six phases, reflecting the
main goals and objectives of the project:

1) The first phase consisted in carrying out a survey
aimed at analysing existing museum education
practices addressed to special or marginalised
groups in museums of partner countries, and at
identifying the activities and methodologies which
turned out to be more effective in promoting the
social and cultural development of individuals. A
particular attention was devoted to science muse-
ums, which are at the core of the DIAMOND proj-
ect.

2) A second phase was specifically addressed to pro-
fessionals working in partner museums in Spain
and Romania, together with social service
providers cooperating with them, through two
training courses in Digital Storytelling run by MeP.

3) The third phase of the project saw the joint plan-
ning on the part of partners of museum education
activities targeted to adult groups, primarily living
in deprived conditions, which could be shared and
replicated in different museum contexts. The
analysis of the methodologies used for implemen-
tation, the outcomes and the margins of improve-
ment of the projects was also part of this phase.

4) A fourth phase concerned dissemination activities,
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i.e. the promotion of the project through events,
the web and social networks, and the distribution
of a video of the narratives developed throughout
the project.

5) The implementation of a training course included
in the Grundtvig catalogue, addressed to twenty
museum professionals.

6) The publication of this Handbook in four lan-
guages.

DIAMOND succeeded in fully and actively involving
the museum partners, which had an opportunity to
reinforce their social role; the research centres,
which could experiment with new methodologies for
the development and evaluation of activities and
their impact; the social service providers, who had a
chance to work in a European project on lifelong
learning; the museum professionals, who could in-
vestigate new education and mediation practices;
the adults and all those involved in the DS education
projects, who could experience personal growth and
strengthen their communication, creative and intel-
lectual skills in a non-formal context; the other social

and cultural institutions which were not involved di-
rectly in the project, but which will benefit from the
publication of results and the dissemination of expe-
riences.
DIAMOND’s wide scope is also reflected in its dis-
tinctly European dimension. The network of museum
educators who immediately benefited from the ac-
tivities carried out in the framework of the project will
be able to disseminate and develop the project’s out-
comes; DIAMOND itself will become a space for ex-
change, sharing, research and implementation of
good practices with respect to museum education,
lifelong learning and the fight against the marginali-
sation of other cultures.
The beauty of a diamond is ultimately determined by
the skill of the hands which are cutting it; its bril-
liance cannot be revealed but through a painstaking
workmanship: likewise, DIAMOND took shape
through the experience, the competencies and pas-
sion of project partners, who helped the museum in-
volved – and, together with them, all the institutions,
professionals and citizens engaged in the experience
– to shine with a new light.
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says The culture of education, 1996, and Making sto-
ries: Law, Literature, Life, 2002), in particular as a
function of education, and recognised their universal
nature and great value in making sense of reality. Ab-
stract thinking (described by Bruner as analytical-de-
ductive) is ideal to interpret what is regular,
expected, normal, ordinary, not surprising, mundane
... the things we give for granted. By contrast, the
narrative thinking encapsulated in stories and story-
telling is ideal to talk about the exceptional, the ex-
traordinary, the unexpected, conflicts, diversions,
surprises, the unusual; all this gives rise to curiosity
and the excitement we all feel when we listen to a
good story. Stories, therefore, are valued by the mind
and heart alike. They have the power to ascend from
the universal to the particular, as opposed to the
power of science to rise from the particular to the
general (Denning, 2009). 

Bruner also reiterates the value of storytelling in the
development of knowledge. Logical-scientific think-
ing and narrative thinking are the fundamental ways
in which all human beings organise their understand-
ing of the world. They take different forms in different
cultures, but no culture exists without them. How-
ever, most schools consider narrative arts – songs,
drama, novels, theatre etc. – as something which is
more “decorative” than necessary, something to
make our leisure time pleasant. But this doesn’t
mean that we don’t construct our cultural roots and
the beliefs we hold as the most important in the
shape of a story; and what is so fascinating for us is
not only the content of these stories, but the ability
with which they are told. Also our immediate experi-
ence, what happened to us yesterday or the day be-
fore, is expressed in the shape of a story. Yet more
significantly, we represent our lives (to ourselves as
well as to others) in the form of a tale: most probably,
storytelling has the same importance for cultural co-
hesion as it has in structuring an individual’s life.
All human beings, everywhere and in every time,

have used storytelling. Informally, we tell stories vir-
tually every moment of our daily lives. Even children
soon learn the rhythm and structure of storytelling.
Our mind is organised to perform this function. Indi-
viduals learn/gather information by observing the ac-
tions, behaviours and emotions of their fellow human
beings through the “mirror neurons” system, which
allows us to understand and anticipate the actions,
movements and intentions of others. Narrative think-
ing is able to perceive and create connections be-
tween sequences of actions and feelings. 

Narrative thinking and storytelling may be under-
stood as adjustments connected with the social
needs of our species. Through these competencies
we are able to communicate actions, events, dan-
gers, the need for remedial actions; we nurture social
relationships; we share emotions; we teach; we ex-
change knowledge and information. From a social
point of view, the narrative form is particularly ap-
propriate because of its practical, immediate and di-
rect quality: it provides information on an acting
subject or on the sequence of his/her actions, the
times and places. Moreover, the narrative structure
is easily accessible also for those individuals who
don’t have a sound formal culture, while other ex-
pressive, explanatory and communication structures
(e.g. the logical-quantitative, philosophical-concep-
tual, aesthetic-sensory and experiential structures
described by Gardner) require practice and teaching.
The ability to formulate and create stories also has
an adaptive value in its potential to explain what is
mysterious or inexplicable through the available
knowledge, thereby responding effectively to the
human need for mysticism. Cultures in every place
and time produced explicative models of reality in
the shape of cosmogonies, legends, myths, fantastic
stories with universal symbols. This also explains
why human beings value storytelling more than de-
scription or other expressive forms: description may
support, integrate narration, but does not have the
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same cognitive and emotional role. At a more basic
level, storytelling is cherished because it involves in-
dividuals, whether storytellers or listeners, in an em-
pathic, rather than simply intellectual, relationship;
because it refers to individual or social human expe-
rience, to aspects of life which all human beings can
recognise and share almost “innately”. Likewise, sto-
rytelling doesn’t coerce individuals into a given lan-
guage, and is open to multiple meanings and
interpretations. Finally, storytelling encourages inspi-
ration and creativity, thereby nurturing new ideas,
stories, meanings and cultural forms.

Stories (imagined, told) have a great individual and
social value. They play a fundamental role in lan-
guage learning, in constructing and exchanging
knowledge, in shaping education processes, in shar-
ing moral and ethical rules, values and traditions.
They make a contribution to shaping or reinforcing
personal identity and self-esteem; all individuals, in
fact, define and recognise themselves in a process
of “narrative creation of the self” (as defined by
Bruner), through both personal stories and stories
about their families, communities and cultures of ori-
gin. The shaping of an individual identity also makes
it possible to understand others and helps creating
or consolidating social identities and shared cultures.
In turn, these shared, community cultures enrich nar-
rative thinking with their stories, traditions, lan-
guages, educational practices, thus building the
symbolic, cognitive and expressive features of the
different peoples in different times and places.

The languages of storytelling
Narrative thinking reveals and expresses itself in a
great variety of forms; storytelling languages range
from gestures to verbal and written expressions, to
artistic products. Inspired and strengthened by cul-

ture in synergy with the other mental faculties, nar-
rative competence expands from the simple expres-
sive forms of daily life to what we perceive as
products or behaviours endowed with a universal
communication value. Gestures and mimicry, for ex-
ample, are part of daily-life languages and cultures,
but can acquire a significant artistic and narrative
value: pantomime is common to several cultures and
traditional art forms, but is also present in early
movies, Charlot being one of its most well known and
valued exponents. More or less explicitly, many
paintings tell stories about people or events (such as
the sequences representing the life of St. Francis
painted by Giotto in Assisi, or the famous battle of
San Romano painted by Paolo Uccello, or the birth of
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Venus by Sandro Botticelli). Likewise, sculpture has
the gift of telling stories (just think about the Apollo
and Daphne by Lorenzo Bernini!). 

Theatre has always told stories about human life in
the shape of popular or artistic performances;
through verbal languages, gestures and mimicry , it
involves in its narratives the actions and emotions
which “mirror neurons” perceive and appropriate,
thereby creating a particular motor and empathic
communication between actors and their audience.
Gestures, sequences of movement and music are
also dance’s narrative forms (... can I change my un-
derstanding of something by thinking of dancing it?
Gregory Bateson in Angels fear). Music and song also
have a great narrative potential; a tradition of popu-
lar songs telling daily-life or emblematic, symbolic,
instructive stories may be found all over the world. In
the past, bards used to sing their tales in front of
popular audiences and the nobility alike; in European
culture, every country created its own “ballads”, sur-
viving in time and often recognised as the “soul” of
a people, their stories enriched by a lyrical and fan-
tastic spirit. The European tradition comprises stories
in musical form also for a learned audience (for ex-
ample the Lieder “Erlkoenig” by Schubert, where the
different instruments and voices interpret the charac-
ters of a dramatic story). In the past, music drama
was particularly loved also because of its accessibil-
ity to a vast audience, often less cultivated from a
musical point of view. A peculiar example of story-
telling through musical languages is described by
Bruce Chatwin in his book The songlines (1988): na-
tive Australians tell about the myths of creation with
wonderful and mysterious melodies, and are able to
describe and convey the geographic and topographic
features of their lands through sound; the songlines
seem to be a sort of memory database to tell stories
about the world. 

But the most well known, widespread and valued lan-

guage is great fiction, present in all literate cultures,
but also in oral ones, in the shape of ancient codices,
novels, epic and allegoric poems, etc. For many peo-
ples, most of the fundamental knowledge systems
and ethical and moral codes are comprised in this
great body of works (“sacred books” included),
where all human incidents and tragedies, virtues and
vices, dreams and hopes are described. The cultural,
practical and educational value of these stories is
timeless; we understand them in spite of genera-
tional gaps, we study them at school, we use them to
better understand the human soul. Today, narrative
works keep on being produced in great number, and
sometimes have a huge socio-cultural impact; this is
the case with the Lord of the Rings trilogy by John R.
R. Tolkien and the seven Harry Potter novels by Jane
Rowling, which won worldwide acclaim among
youths and adults alike.

“Where is this school, anyway?” “I don’t know,
said Harry”, realizing this for the first time. He
pulled the ticket Hagrid had given him out of his
pocket. “I just take the train from platform nine
and three quarters at eleven o’clock”, he read.
His aunt and uncle stared. “Platform what?”
“Nine and three quarters”. “Don’t talk rubbish”,
said uncle Vernon, “there is no platform nine and
three quarters.” “It’s on my ticket”. 
J.K. Rowling, Harry Potter and the Philosopher's Stone

From narrative thinking to Digital Storytelling in museums
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Stories like these are charming and fascinating be-
cause their heroes engage in great deeds, stand up
for justice and universal values, fight against evil. Ar-
chetypes, metaphors, all the knowledge gained over
time are encapsulated in great narrative works, which
ensure their dissemination and conservation for future
generations. In his essay La Tête bien faite (1999),
Edgar Morin states that literary essays of our culture
represent a heritage of insights and reflections on the
human condition. However, what novels or movies
offer to us is invisible to human sciences; they make
us see the relationship of an individual with his fellow
human beings, with society, with the world; they take
us through history and the continents, through war
and peace. The miracle of a great novel or a great
movie lies in its revealing the universality of the
human condition by delving into the individuality of
destinies, located in space and time. In every great
work of literature, cinema, poetry, music, painting and
sculpture there is a deep thought on the human con-
dition. “One single literary work conceals a limitless
cultural world, encompassing science, history, reli-
gion, ethics” (G. Mathis in Morin, La Tête bien faite).
Novels expand the realm of what can be expressed to
the infinite complexity of our subjective lives; through
the subtle power of analysis, they translate the life of
our souls and emotions. It is therefore in literature that
the lesson on human condition may come alive and
cast light upon an individual’s life. 

Stories, storytelling and the
post-modern cultural paradigm
The world, living beings, reality may be interpreted in
stories. In the famous metalogues between Gregory
Bateson and his daughter Mary Catherine, “Why do
you tell stories?” (Angels fear, cap. III), Bateson’s the-
ory on the role played by stories, metaphors and myths
in the understanding of reality is clearly stated: human

beings think in stories … they even dream in stories.
Although they do not deal with things which really hap-
pened, stories are important as they represent relation-
ships and exemplify ideas; models themselves are
stories whose function is to facilitate thought on a
given theme. Bateson identifies human nature pre-
cisely through the capacity/ability to think in stories
and to tell them. However, the potential ability to tell
stories is common to the natural world as a whole:
“How about trees, do they think in stories? Or do they
tell stories? … But surely they do. Look, just give me
that conch over there for a minute. Now, what we have
here is a whole set of different stories, very beautiful
stories indeed. […] This that you see is the product of
a million steps, nobody knows how many steps of suc-
cessive modulation in successive generations of geno-
type, DNA, and that all. So that’s one story, because
the shell has to be the kind of form that can evolve
through such a series of steps […] So the shell has the
narrative of its individual growth pickled within its geo-
metric form as well as the story of its evolution”. Every
organism or system, therefore, is the result of a story or
includes a story not only on its origins, behaviour,
structures, but also of the world. To think in stories
must be common to all minds, whether they be our sto-
ries or those of a giant sequoia woods or sea anemones
(Bateson in Mind and nature). Hence, to think in stories
is a relational key to the interpretation of reality. Bate-
son maintains that the embryology of sea anemones
must in some way be such stuff as stories are made
on. And going further back in time, the evolutionary
process which led to the creation of sea anemones as
well as of human beings (“me and you”) over millions
of generations, also this process must be such stuff as
stories are made on.
Thinking in stories, as proposed by Bateson, is consid-
ered an interpretive model of reality with a high educa-
tional value. The complexity of contemporary
environmental, social, cultural and technological issues
requires complex mental forms, new paradigms of
thought and new approaches to education. The educa-
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tional needs and the competencies needed to deal with
complexity (outlined by Morin in his essay Les sept
savoirs nécessaires à l’éducation du futur, 2000, and
inspiring UNESCO’s guidelines on education for sustain-
ability) are identified in forms of systemic, complex,
critical and relational thinking, which are summed up in
the attitude Bateson defines as the “ecology of mind”.
Complex and systemic thinking requires narrative,
rather than abstract and symbolic styles. Storytelling
has a potential of and for understanding, dealing with
complexity: it allows to connect information and knowl-
edge, perceptions and emotions, experiences, sym-
bolic data and visions of the world. Through
storytelling, we exercise and reinforce mental abilities
which are relational, unifying, transversal (“novels are
a masterpiece of complexity”, Morin), and related to a
context. Therefore, a paradigmatic value in the inter-
pretation of complexity and a new educational role in
the reorganisation of thought and knowledge is attrib-
uted to narrative thinking and its expression in the
shape of stories. For this reason, contemporary educa-
tion tends to foster narrative thinking and all those
communication or cultural forms expressing them-
selves through stories. According to Edgar Morin,
myths, literature, the arts must become an integral
part of education activities and curricula; likewise, sto-
rytelling must be reinstated in scientific thinking, sys-
temic science in particular. 

Science and storytelling
The narrative form may provide an interpretive
model, a paradigm, also for science. The Darwinian
theory of evolution introduced a historical dimension
in the study of organisms as well as in other natural
sciences: “Biological systems present these extraor-
dinary features because they are the result of a long
history which made them change over time […] The
causes behind what today is a functioning organic
structure are encapsulated in a distant past, going

back even millions or billions of years; we may study
these causes and retrace a plausible history only by
starting from fragmentary clues, indirect evidence”
(Telmo Pievani, in Introduzione alla filosofia della bi-
ologia). Evolution, in fact, is the history of life on
planet Earth. Allen and Giampietro (2006) developed
an original discussion on the advantages of the use
of narrative forms in systemic sciences: storytelling
does not require the internal consistency (objectivity)
demanded by models; therefore, it reduces the con-
straints and limits of models, languages and codifica-
tions. Narrations are not an objective description of
material reality; they are rather about the meaning
of experiences. Moreover, systemic science is op-
posed to reductionism: storytelling uses a complex,
non-analytical form of thought, it captures relation-
ships, it includes change and uncertainty at every
level; it is therefore coherent with a systemic and
complex vision of reality, which includes the chaos,
diversity and multiplicity of algorithms; this is why
storytelling may work in synergy with the logical-sci-
entific form, and should be reinstated in our analyti-
cal scientific culture. Also Denning (2009) sees this
opportunity: it is not a matter of undermining science
or going back to the dark era of myth and supersti-
tion. Quite the opposite, the narrative form supports
analytical thinking (rather than replacing it), by help-
ing it imagine new perspectives and worlds; it is ide-
ally appropriate to communicate change and
encourage innovation. Abstract analysis is easier to
understand when it is seen through the lenses of a
carefully chosen story, and can obviously be used to
make the implications of a story explicit.

Scientific museums
and storytelling
All scientific museums (all museums) tell a story con-
cerning their origins, events, experiences and cul-

From narrative thinking to Digital Storytelling in museums



tural development. In particular, scientific museums
have old and recent stories telling us about their
transformation, their change of role, their epistemic
approaches, their relationships with audiences and
society at large, or even with individuals who marked
their history. The Museums in the Jardin des Plants in
Paris, for example, are connected with the stories of
kings (the gardens in which they are located were a
royal donation) and of renowned scholars such as Cu-
vier, Buffon, Lamarque, von Linné; the collections
studied by Lamarque are still on display in the Cuvier
room, as those of Darwin are exhibited in the Zoo-
logical Museum in Cambridge. The ancient Botanical
Garden in Padua, recognized by UNESCO as world
heritage, celebrates famous personalities like Ulisse
Aldrovandi. Also brand new museums like the MUSE
in Trento or the Darwin Centre associated with the
Natural History Museum of London, with their archi-
tectural and conceptual innovation, tell stories about
their new relationship with the local territory, about
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a shared cultural heritage and about a democratic
and accessible science. Every scientist, curator, taxi-
dermist has a story to tell. Every collection has a
story to tell. Every specimen has a story to tell. Like-
wise, audiences have their own stories, triggered by
their experiences and impressions, and determining
the social representations of museums themselves.
To sum up, the esprit du lieu of a museum is created
by its stories, and can be perceived by audiences
when they approach the museum and visit its exhibi-
tion spaces. 
In any case, the narrative style is an integral part of
contemporary scientific museums’ spirit. The episte-
mological approach of old natural history museums
was essentially based on the description and classi-
fication of naturalistic specimens; the main goal of
their rich displays was informative, didactic, edifying.
Contemporary museums, transformed by the devel-
opment of new knowledge, new cognitive ap-
proaches, but also new relationships with audiences,



42

organise their collections in a narrative form; the
evolution from the explicative-rationalist and the
cognitive-informative museum to the narrative,
imaginative and illustrative museum is today clearly
palpable in all scientific museums: they mediate be-
tween different cultures, between the concerns of cu-
rators and those of visitors; they use a plurality of
languages and special effects actively involving and
exciting the audiences; they help giving shape to “a
story”. Storytelling unfolds not only in the texts of la-
bels and panels accompanying the objects, but also
in displays, in themed exhibits and in the recreation
of their environment. Specimens themselves become
the object/subject of stories: they tell their own sto-
ries, along with the stories developed by scientists
and scholars (post-Darwinian and illustrative muse-
ums). Performances, theatre plays and other forms
of visual, figurative or drama arts are increasingly
used in museums, and enrich the stories told by the
collections alongside multimedia aids. Also museum
education strategies include narrative forms and
methodologies, as they recognise the importance of
actively engaging visitors in the mediation of mu-
seum objects and disciplinary concepts. In many mu-
seums, the involvement of audiences in the creation
of stories is an integral part of education projects, in
particular those pursuing intercultural goals. Mu-
seum cultural policies are increasingly focused on
the needs of a diverse range of audiences, and are
informed by what may be described as a lifelong
learning strategy, rather than by more traditional
practices; communication strategies are multidimen-
sional in approach and language; activities are partic-
ipative, and value the contribution of visitors
alongside the cognitive and emotional aspects of the
museum experience. In this perspective, based on
dialogue and participatory meaning-making, story-
telling has an enormous generative potential.

Digital Storytelling (DS)
and educational processes
in museums
The reflections developed in the first part of this essay
provide the theoretical and programmatic foundations
on which the objective of the DIAMOND project was
built to experiment DS with non-visitors and groups with
special needs in four scientific museums. DS can play a
vital role in enriching museum experiences: in the
shape of a brief digitalised story, it combines the
power/value of storytelling with the creative potential
of digital media; it requires, harmonises and increases
narrative and linguistic, but also artistic, musical and
logical competencies; it involves participants both from
a cognitive and from an emotional point of view; in
other words, it is able to engage different forms of intel-
ligence, emotional and social intelligence included.
Some studies show the value of DS in its individual and
social/collaborative dimension, as well as in its capacity
to reinforce personal identity. DS is making its way into
museums; it is used with visitors in a range of different
ways (stories are created by museum staff or by visi-
tors; they are used during or after the visit ...) with a
view to strengthening the relationship between the mu-
seum and the local community, or to increasing the in-
tensity/value of the museum experience. “Culture
Shock”, for example, is a pilot European project run by
the Tyne & Wear Archives and Museums (TWAM) in
2008 with the following goals: to gather one thousand
stories by people living in the North East of England in-
spired by museum collections; to preserve them in a DS
format; to ensure as wide a dissemination as possible,
in order to redefine the museum’s relationship with its
community. The evaluation of the stories produced
within the project showed how fit a methodology DS is
for museums with a strong social mission, and its co-
herence with museum culture and languages. The cre-
ation of digital stories had an impact on participants, on
their families and friends, as well as on the TWAM them-

From narrative thinking to Digital Storytelling in museums
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selves, their partner organisations, and the community
at large. The main goal of the DIAMOND project was to
test DS in museum contexts with potentially excluded
or disadvantaged citizens. More in particular, the aim
was to confirm the potential of this narrative form in the
active engagement of participants and in making their
museum experience more powerful, and to test its ef-
fectiveness as a new impact evaluation tool. Until
today, DS in museum contexts was mainly used with
regular audiences or “traditional” non-visitors (e.g. see
the DS project  for deaf people), and was never em-
ployed as an impact evaluation tool, which proves the
originality of the project’s goals. Around 100 stories
were produced in the three countries taking part in the
project, involving a range of target groups: elderly peo-
ple, migrants, political refugees, inmates, deaf people
(the digital stories were published and a selection is
available in the DVD video). The stories were gathered
either during or at the end of the pilot projects run in
the involved museums and partner organisations (see
the chapter on the Pilot projects), following a short train-
ing course addressed to museum operators. In all these
cases, the production of digital stories was proposed to
participants at the beginning of the pilot projects, both
as an objective and as an opportunity to create some-
thing creative and personal. The proposal was generally
welcomed, although elderly people had some doubts
on their ability to produce their stories in digital format;
with the only exception of young people, in fact, project
participants’ familiarity with computers was not suffi-
cient to create a video, however simple. This concern,
however, did not compromise the motivation and will-
ingness to tell stories, and it was eventually managed
and felt as a new opportunity for exchange and synergy
between different ages, experiences and backgrounds.
Museum operators, in fact, “personally” engaged to-
gether with participants in the creation of the digital sto-
ries, by helping those less familiar with new
technologies in the research of images and in the final
composition of the stories. This relational dimension of
the pilot projects represented a further opportunity for

personal growth, professional awareness and training
for the museum staff involved, who engaged in a dia-
logue with languages, cultures, expressive forms and
communication issues which are unusual or little ex-
plored in the activities addressed to regular museum
visitors. 
On their part, digital storytellers were clearly happy with
the experience and gave their approval for the dissem-
ination/presentation of their stories both in inner circles
and on the web; the production process allowed them
to use and increase sometimes unexpected creative
and communication resources, thereby strengthening
their self-esteem and confidence. Some of these “spe-
cial” participants had initially declared their inability to
write down the information (what you say or tell a story
about) or to describe the knowledge developed inside
the museum; the narrative form enhanced their linguis-
tic competencies, facilitated the expression of those
participants less versed in formal cultures or languages,
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encouraged the awareness of new competencies and
skills, and ultimately a sort of “metacognition” of the
mental and emotional processes triggered by the mu-
seum experience (I realised that ... I thought that ... I
wasn’t aware that ... I imagined something different ...).
Some participants were able to re-elaborate creatively
the newly developed, and evidently “interiorised”,
knowledge; for example, in the imaginary story of a girl,
Filomena, who had observed the camouflage of stick in-
sects during one of the activities, when the wounded
insect disappears “all the animals looked for it but could
not find it because Steccuccio mingled with the tree
branches ...”; also in the story by Dimitri, a young immi-
grant from Grece, the experience at the Museum re-
emerges in a rather poetic form; in Riccardo’s story the
experience was re-elaborated with a rap language and
rhythm. The importance of these results cannot be un-
derestimated, considering the condition of potential/ac-
tual marginalisation or the cultural-linguistic difficulties
of participants in the pilot projects. There were mo-
ments of great emotion, participation and mutual sup-
port during the narrations or the collective/public
viewing of the digital story. All stories somehow refer to
the museum experiences, although they are sifted and
projected on different life stories, memories, aspira-
tions, values and knowledge systems. For example, the
stories of the elderly people in Rome and Valencia look
similar in their structure, combining objects and past
memories, but at the same time they are surprisingly
varied and rich in expressive forms. Also the stories de-
veloped by inmates in Bucharest show the enthusiasm
and interest in the experience lived at the “Antipa” Mu-
seum, while introducing memories of museum visits
during childhood or in young age.
Once again, the individual and social value of story-
telling as an expressive and communication form, even
in a digital format, is corroborated. The involvement of
participants in the narrative practice allowed them to
share the meaning of their stories, in spite of the differ-
ent experiences, backgrounds and cultures of origin; it
favoured an attitude of attention and trust even before

the actual comprehension of texts and stories; it there-
fore had a great value in terms of cohesion, understand-
ing, intercultural, intergenerational and inter-human
trust. It turned out to be the most appropriate relational
form to generate a climate of real dialogue, democracy,
promotion of different personalities, experiences and
potential skills, and to cast light upon different museum
approaches, interpretations or patterns of use. All of
these features emerge from the digital stories produced
in DIAMOND’s framework; every digital story (but also
every non-digitalised story) provides an example of in-
dividual and cultural biodiversity.
From the point of view of the relationship with museums
and their collections, the invitation to create stories
seems to have reinforced the connection between mu-
seum objects and participants; it helped the latter re-
flect on their experience (see for example the stories
by Mircea, Masud, Dimitri), associate it with important
memories and other life experiences (“... in seeing the
grasshoppers, I remembered when I asked a grasshop-
per where to go, and with its leg it showed me the way”;
Mose, young Moroccan), reflect on new cognitive ap-
proaches, for example the scientific approach (“I also
noticed that, in order to flee from predators, some ani-
mals such as the partridge or desert mice can change
the colour of their fur or feathers, or be the same colour
of the environment in which they live”; Mircea), inter-
ests (“The activity I liked most is the one about spiders.
I discovered they have eight legs, and I enjoyed learn-
ing the way they use their senses to feel, to see, to eat,
to weave their web. I remembered I was afraid of spi-
ders when I was a child, but now I like them a lot”;
Francesco ), values, attitudes and behaviours: at the
Museum of Zoology of Rome, many Afghan youths, who
are traditionally used to animal fights, declared they
wanted to give up this practice, because they had “con-
sidered/seen” animals under a different light. Another
meaningful issue emerging from the stories told by par-
ticipants is the value of the museum (in synergy with
storytelling?!) in recalling and exploring one’s own cul-
tural roots. Most stories include memories, experiences,

From narrative thinking to Digital Storytelling in museums
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competencies recollected and/or compared with new
ones. The pride in cultural identities, but also the desire
to share them and see them appreciated by others, is a
permanent feature in migrants of any age. Likewise, the
reminiscence of different times and cultures, mixed with
satisfaction or regret (see the story of Lucia from Rome,
“... it was definitely unusual in those times ...”),
emerges from the stories by elderly people. The expe-
rience in museums (or with museum objects) seems to
have inspired all Storytellers, young and old. This con-
firms the power of museums to fuel imagination, and
DS further strengthens this potential. The future is an
act of imagination … to imagine a better future (Tilbury
& Wortman, 2004); in the guidelines on education for
sustainability, UNESCO invites to support any practice
reinforcing imagination, because without imagination it
is not possible to initiate change, choose between a
range of alternatives, re-elaborate knowledge, create
opportunities or build up resources. The model devel-
oped in DIAMOND may well provide a new insight into
the change of culture required by projects for sustain-
ability.

Within the limits of its unique experience, the DIAMOND
project highlighted how DS, associated with strategi-

cally planned pilot projects, may be considered as a
promising tool for developing museum activities, eval-
uating expected and unexpected impacts, and underlin-
ing the multidimensional nature and potential of the
museum experience, also with audiences/non-audi-
ences with special needs. If properly used, in fact, this
tool does not only reveal changes in abilities or learning;
it also provides some useful indications on the quality
and effectiveness of museum activity: its educational,
relational, experiential value; its inclusive and welcom-
ing potential emerge in the stories, enthusiastic re-
sponse, gratitude and active involvement of Storytellers
(see for example the comments of Ana, Amparo, En-
carna, Anna and many others: I felt extremely lucky;
bird song and fossils were so fascinating; I felt so much
emotion and curiosity …). This aspect also helps us out-
line the social role museums play or could play in their
relationship with culturally disadvantaged or marginal-
ized citizens, or at least the responsibility these citizens
would like museums to take (see for example the story
of Masud, who sees the museum’s potential as a place
to convey one’s own cultural identity / country of ori-
gin): an institution which is no longer exclusive or hier-
archical, but encourages exchange, mutual knowledge,
understanding, social interaction, inclusion.
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The story by Masud, young refugee

When I went to the museum I saw many animals I really liked... the buffalo, the turtle, the
tiger and many birds.

When I saw the tiger, I felt like I was back in my country. Bangladesh is the country of tigers.
There is a forest called Sundarbans which was declared world heritage by Unesco in 1997.
I think there are people who do not even know where it is... it’s in Bangladesh. It is not only
a wonderful mangrove forest; many species of birds, snakes, crocodiles and around 500
tigers live in Sundarbans. The tiger is the national symbol of Bangladesh. Its name is not sim-
ply “tiger”; its name is Royal Bengal Tiger. The tiger is also represented on Taka, the
Bangladeshi currency. I have been close to the forest, but never went inside because tigers
live there. 
I saw tigers only from afar, I am a afraid of them. All people living next to the forest are
afraid, because tigers can get close to their homes.

Everybody knows about the tiger, but not everybody knows it is a peculiarity of Bangladesh.
Many Europeans do not know my country... they do not know there are many wonderful
things such as the sea, the beaches, the food... they don’t know how we live. 
In the museum I could not see all the animals living in Bangladesh, and yet they would be
useful for promoting a wider knowledge of my country. 

I did not see the deer, I did not see some bird species, because there are so many in Sun-
darbans forest.In Bangladesh there are many migrating water birds, because the climate is mild... minimum 9-10 degrees.
When all the birds fly, the sky fades to black.

In the Museum I also saw water animals that, in my country, are thrown back into the water when they get caught in the
fishing nets.I saw animals I had never seen before, living in the snow and ice, like the polar bear and penguins. 
Masud
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In order to explore the
impact of museum expe-
riences on participants,
some DS texts were
evaluated through the
Generic Learning Out-
comes (GLO) and
Generic Social Outcomes
(GSO) categories of the
UK Museums, Libraries
and Archives Council
(2008). 

Alongside the increase in linguistic competencies, GLO
and GSO evaluation categories allow to reveal new
knowledge, emotions, the pleasure of discovery/experi-
ence, the reinforcement and exploration of identity,
self-esteem, participation, inclusion, dialogue… connec-
tion with one’s own cultural background

From narrative thinking to Digital Storytelling in museums
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The story by Lucia,
old woman living in the outskirts of Rome

I forget about everything, even what I ate yesterday, but these
things I remember. There are experiences you cannot forget.
Since my first visit to the Museum I felt a great emotion, be-
cause I didn’t even know it existed. I was born in Settecamini,
in the outskirts of Rome, in 1936, but there were some areas
of the city I didn’t know; well, I knew there were some muse-
ums, but to actually go and visit them has been a discovery for
me. When we were young, who would send us to a museum?
We didn’t have the time, let alone the money; and now that we
can visit museums, we have grown old.

What I really liked were the school groups and children; that
time I went to the Museum I was amazed to see all those
young boys and girls sitting with their legs crossed, they were
so cute, so excited.

I also liked all those beautiful displays, really something to ad-
mire, and enjoyed everything you taught us during the visit.
And that time the teacher stuffed the animals, it really struck
me, because I remembered when my husband went hunting,
and once he stuffed a falcon with straw.
And the nice thing is to go in a group, because I don’t mind
going on my own, but to go in a group, especially with other
elderly people, is so nice, because everyone has a story to tell
about him or herself.

For example, when I went into the Museum’s cave and I saw
the bats, I remembered when we were children and played in
the square in front of our house, and in the early evening so
many bats came out, and our mother and grandmother told
us “mind your hair!”, and we ran with our hands or some cloth
on our heads, and were afraid.
Lucia

The story by Mircea, young Roma

During my visit to the museum I liked all the an-
imals, but the one that struck me the most was
the tiger, because at a closer look it seemed big-
ger than I expected, especially when compared
with the lion. I also liked the Siberian wolf, be-
cause its paws were big and strong, and its head
was great and sharp. I was also interested in the
animal skeletons, because you could see how
the bones were structured and how they
worked: some were very different from what I
imagined! Among the birds of prey, I especially
liked the white-headed eagle, because of its
majesty and impressive wing span. The royal
owl, on the other hand, struck me for its great,
shining eyes, and its sharp claws. It was also
amazing to look at the dimensions of some ani-
mals, for example birds smaller than a thumb,
or a miniature monkey, while the moose looked
like a very high horse, its horns resembling the
branches of a tree. Storks’ legs looked like long
straws. ... like long straws. I didn’t think some
animals could live in extremely ... in extremely
hot or cold environments, where surviving is dif-
ficult. I also noticed that, in order to flee from
predators, some animals such as the partridge
or desert mice can change the colour of their fur
or feathers, or be the same colour of the envi-
ronment in which they live. Looking at all those
different bird species, I remembered the days in
my youth, when I still was in Romania with my
family, and we went to see my uncle: he used to
have a huge aviary in his garden, where he kept
many different kinds of little birds. I went inside
and spent the whole day running after them.
Sometimes, I helped my uncle feed them with
seeds.
Mircea

New ideas, interest, mindful
learning, wonder, surprise,
identity, pleasure / enjoyment,
modelling skills…

New knowledge, wonder, appreciation, en-
joying the experience, social relationships,
stronger sense of identity, connections be-
tween objects and personal life
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The story by Dimitri, young immigrant from Greece

On top of a verse, a fine red thread is hidden, 
an eternal tale rests on the loom,
if you kick the skein, you’ll pull out an idea.
Once upon a time, my friends, in the zoo-paleontologists’ era
a museum of zoology, in the ancient city of Rome, a museum of taxidermy.
Ancient science being passed on from one scholar to another, magic gifts creating a scientific art, the art of mummifying
all the animals in the World, Europe, Africa, Asia, Australia, America, North and South Pole.
A cosmopolitan science.
I ended up in that museum on a rainy afternoon.
I was invited by the guys at the Civic Zero, who were going there too.
How wonderful! I have always been fascinated by nature, and this invitation was a good opportunity to know young people
from all over the World, the guys at the Civic Zero.
It is close to the Bio-park, they told me. So we get on a tram and there we are. Close to the doorway, the statue of a great
auk stands in front of me, so proud of itself.
We get in and I see a group of people staring in wonder at a world of skeletons: elephants, giraffes, whales, tigers, lions,
human beings and monkeys, fish and birds, natural colours and artistic brush strokes, come out of the natural domain.
How many questions arise!!!
Thanks to the teacher and her group, my thirst for knowledge is quenched, and then goes on to ask other questions.
Myths, stories, tales hovered in the museum, different words and languages got mixed up, and this is how the museum be-
came a landmark for me.
The museum was like a landmark for me, so many things in common. We had things in common for everything. We all had
something in common, all together, in that museum.
We spoke about so many things, also about our lives, in that museum.
We went beyond knowledge.
The museum of zoology is a good place to be not only to look at the animals, but also to share emotions.
I wanted to learn how birds find their way, because I am a migrant and I thought my experience is similar to theirs. Swallows
travel around the world, and I remembered I made a similar journey. I went here and I went there. How do we human beings
find our way?
“Do you know how birds sing?” the teacher asked in two or three different languages. In that moment, everybody used the
same language, and started to whistle.
But how do birds find their way, I keep on asking, I am thinking about human beings, how do they find their way?
They are migrants too!
If a man leaves his home, he needs tools to find his way.
Parallels between animals and human beings, syncretism in their relationships. 
They made me think about my own life journey, and the journey of cosmopolitan youths.
If you don’t have a return ticket for your journey, 
just hope you have a long way to go, says the Poet.
Find your way to Centaurus constellation,
But don’t forget your home,
Create your own landmarks,
Express yourself and go beyond,
Together with the swallows.
Dimitri

Creative re-elaboration of the experience;
interest and curiosity; increase in social
skills; intercultural encounter; enjoying the
experience, wonder, inspiration…

From narrative thinking to Digital Storytelling in museums
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In “DeTales”, this methodology for informal learning
was used as a tool to help people tell personal stories
drawing inspiration from the concept of European en-
largement. Participants shared and expressed their vi-
sion of an enlarged Europe in a digital form.
The positive impact of this initiative helped us realise
how perfectly the Digital Storytelling methodology fit
with the mission of a museum conceiving itself as an
agent of social inclusion. The idea, therefore, was to
focus more on the process than on the technical qua-
lity of the digital story, and to test its potential as a ve-
hicle for people to express their perception of the
museum.  Once this objective was set, we tried to
adapt the methodology as much as possible to the
needs of museum professionals, to the resources avai-
lable and to the typology of participants identified as
the future target of workshops such as elderly people,
refugees, young inmates and people with visual disa-
bilities.
The innovative character of the DIAMOND project lies
in the twofold objective with which Digital Storytelling
was tested: as an educational and participative tool to
be used in scientific museum activities with marginal-
ized groups, and as a device for evaluating and moni-
toring the social, cognitive and emotional impact as
well as for developing measurable indicators for the
activities of the museums involved in the project.

The role of Melting Pro within the project was to train
the staff of three European scientific museums: the
Natural Sciences Museum of Valencia (Spain), the “Gri-
gore Antipa” National Museum of Natural History in
Bucharest and the Museum Complex of Natural Scien-
ces "Ion Borcea" in Bacau (Romania)2. None of these
institutions had ever used or tested this methodology
before.

Two workshops of five days each were organised in
Spain and Romania; participants comprised not only
museum education staff, but also social workers,
physiotherapists, guides, teachers and the director of
a prison in Bucharest – all actors with whom museums
have established a steady cooperation. 

All were involved in the creation of digital stories with
a view to understanding the different phases of the
process and acquiring the new skills and competencies
needed to facilitate, in turn, other workshops; but most
significantly, in a long-term perspective, so as to adopt
the Digital Storytelling methodology as an ordinary
educational practice and as a tool to develop new re-
lationships with a range of diverse audiences.

Before the training started, some questions were sent
to participants in order to encourage them to think
about personal stories connected with their professio-
nal lives. More in particular, they were asked to reflect
on some specific moments: for instance, the instant
they had decided to work in the museum sector; how
they would describe their work to an external au-
dience; what made them feel fulfilled and the motiva-
tions behind their work. These questions helped
participants identify the story they wanted to tell; the
idea was to initiate a reflection on the values they
wanted to convey through their profession. Cultural
workers, in fact, are often strongly motivated by the
belief that culture can have a real impact on society in
terms of a more inclusive and sensitive growth.
Participants were also asked to find and bring with
them pictures and objects which were evocative of
those particular moments or feelings, so as to share
them with others. This research work is crucial in a Di-
gital Storytelling workshop.

2. The complete report of training activities may be downloaded from the project website: 
http://www.diamondmuseums.eu/downloads/training%20report%20MEP.pdf



when it has a significant connection with the story or
storyteller7. Thanks to its descriptive potential, its
versatility and its applicability in any context – artis-
tic, educational, social, healthcare8 – this methodol-
ogy starts to flourish and to be widely tested. 
In the international context, a variety of methods are
used and re-elaborated so as to respond to specific
needs, to the software employed9 or to the chosen
devices, such as tablets and smart-phones.

Professionals employing Digital Storytelling are also
fascinated by the potential offered by sharing stories
in a group. In fact, it is a methodology which requires
a participative process, the act of sharing and mutual
help in every phase. For this reason, it is particularly
effective for people who find it hard to express them-
selves or never had the opportunity to do so.
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A brief introduction to Digital Storytelling
Digital Storytelling is a creative process combining
the art of telling stories and technology with the aim
to develop a personal story in digital format: a com-
puter with a video-editing software and a recorder
become versatile tools in the hands and mind of the
storyteller, who employs them to share his/her story.
Born in the US between the 1970s and 1980s from
the brilliant mind of Dana Atchley and Joe Lambert,
Digital Storytelling was the product of an artistic
movement aimed at ensuring a more inclusive partic-
ipation in the arts for all through the use and dissem-
ination of new technologies. The Centre for Digital
Storytelling4 was established in Berkeley, California,
in 1994, and became a landmark for all those who
had developed a professional interest or a passion
for this methodology. The journalist, photographer,
teacher and “storyteller” Daniel Meadows5 was the
first to experiment it in Europe.
In 2003, thanks to a project funded from the BBC
called Capture WALES6, many digital storytellers
were trained; they gathered hundreds of stories
through several workshops in Wales, Great Britain,
thereby creating an online archive of digital stories.
Compared to the American version, Meadows intro-
duced some changes in the methodology, simplifying
it and setting the theoretical framework for what is
still known as the BBC’s “short form”.  This term de-
scribes a story no longer than 3 minutes, with a text
of about 320 words and a selection of no more than
15-20 images provided by the storyteller him/herself.
Video-clips are generally avoided, as far as they are
not central for the story, and so is music, except

“We want stories. We love stories. Sto-
ries keep us alive. Stories that come
from a place of deep insight and with a
knowing wink to their audience, and sto-
ries that tease us into examining our
own feelings and beliefs, and stories
that guide us on our own path. But most
importantly, stories told as stories3.”

Joe Lambert

3. “Digital Storytelling: Capturing Lives, Creating Community” Lambert, J., 2013, p. 54
4. http://storycenter.org/
5. To know the work of Daniel Meadows, see http://www.photobus.co.uk/
6. http://www.bbc.co.uk/wales/audiovideo/sites/galleries/pages/capturewales.shtml
7. See box at the end of the next page. 
8. See http://www.patientvoices.org.uk/ for a Digital Storytelling project in a healthcare context in the UK.
9. See for instance the website www.dtellers.eu and several groups on Facebook. 
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Organising a workshop in five step
Based on the experience developed by Melting pro
in Digital Storytelling, and on a review of the existing
literature and case studies, DIAMOND workshops
were organised to reflect the BBC’s “short form”
structure10. 
This implies five steps for a 24-hour training (four
days overall).

1. Informative session. Briefing
A Digital Storytelling workshop usually begins with a
briefing session; its aim is to inform participants in
more detail about the activities in which they will be
involved, in order to reassure them on the work
scheduled for the following days. 

This was also the case with DIAMOND; to encourage
a relaxed atmosphere and to help establish a fruitful
cooperation between participants, we started with
icebreaker activities, by involving the group in spatial
and physical dynamics aimed at reinforcing mutual
trust and at helping participants introduce them-
selves in a more creative and enjoyable way.

Different typologies of digital stories were illustrated
in order to show to participants the final results of
the process and the diverse range of stories it was
possible to develop. The process of creation and pro-

duction was then explained in more detail, with an
overview of the following topics:
- The concept of Digital Storytelling;
- Bibliographic references on storytelling12;
- Programme of the training course;
- Guidelines on copyright13 and the importance of

privacy;
- Basic structure of a story and the “Pass the

dragon” concept, i.e. the description of moments
changing lives;

- Technical elements of the digital story and equip-
ment;

- Advice on how best to record one’s own voice.

Participants were also informed on the legal conse-
quences of an improper use of material under copy-
right, which must never be given for granted. We
therefore encouraged participants to use their own
material; it is important to safeguard the storyteller,
those who are represented in pictures and the organ-
isation itself. For example, it is always necessary to
have a release note for photographic material. In
fact, the lack of images can inspire individuals to be
more creative, and results are often amusing. Also in
the case of the DIAMOND project, we asked partici-
pants to sign the release note to make sure they had
not material under copyright, as well as to have their
approval to publish their story. It is important to in-

1. Briefing 2. Writing 3. Recording 4. Editing 5. Sharing� � � �
Figure 1. The five steps of the BBC ”short form”. Source: Steve Bellis11, www.detales.net

10. Melting Pro is grateful to Steve Bellis, Gareth Morlais and Alex Henry of Curiosity Creative, coordinator of the project “Culture Shock!”, for sharing mate-
rials.

11. We thank Steve Bellis for being the good digital storyteller he is.
12. The part on scientific references for storytelling was edited by Elisabetta Falchetti, City Museum of Zoology of Rome.
13. It is important to safeguard the copyright of the storyteller’s work: Creative Commons is a frequently used license,  http://creativecommons.org/
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form participants about the final use of their stories,
as this makes them feel part of the process. 

DIAMOND working group had planned from the out-
set to publish the stories on the project website; as it
often happens, however, some participants didn’t
give their approval; although we had encouraged
them to speak about their work, so as to stay on a
more neutral ground, the stories told can be so per-
sonal that not everybody is willing to publish them
on the internet.

2. Storycircle
The choice of which story to tell starts with the “sto-
rycircle”. Through a number of games14, the facilita-
tor helps the storyteller to identify the topic for the
story which will then be produced in digital format.
Stories are about a change which took place inside
the storyteller, the resolution of a conflict (the so-
called “Pass the dragon” concept), a particular mem-
ory or a decision that changed the storyteller’s
professional or personal life.

Both in Spain and in Romania, two groups of ten peo-
ple each were formed. The storytelling session
started by reassuring everyone that this was a safe
environment, in which all participants could express
themselves without fear of making a mistake. The
rule is that what is told within the circle remains in-
side the circle. Through writing games, storytellers
were encouraged, first, to try and identify stories in
a creative way, drawing inspiration from their daily
lives, secondly, to convey the experience behind the
objects they had brought with them by sharing it with

the group and, finally, to choose the story to tell.
Once the story is identified, participants are allowed
a short time to write their texts in line with the main
features of the “short form”15. In this phase, partici-
pants are encouraged to share their stories between
them, so as to make sure that they are meaningful or
– for example – that the message they want to con-
vey is clear. When the script is completed, it is the
turn of the storyboard. This means that, on a Word
file or on paper, every sentence is associated with an
image following the chosen sequence, which will
then be synchronised with the storyteller’s voice with
the help of an editing software.

In the DIAMOND workshops we gave participants
four hours to complete the script and we revised the
texts one by one, if needed , or in group. We gave
participants advice on how to find a focus for their
story when the chosen topic was too broad: for ex-
ample, Gabriela wanted to convey the importance of
her research work for the understanding and the
preservation of nature, as well as her passion for in-
sects and for photography, so we helped her focus
on a specific event, which could allow her to explain
her profession to an external audience16.

3. Audio recording
When the writing of the text is completed, story-
tellers must record their own voice, to be synchro-
nised with images at a later stage. In both DIAMOND
training courses, this was done in the museum
spaces best suited to recording with eco or back-
ground noises kept to a minimum. Portable recorders
– cheap but good quality ones – were used. Record-

14. For advice on which games to use during the workshop, as well as on legal and copyright issues, see: 
http://downloads.bbc.co.uk/raw/pdf/tutormanual.pdf
http://storycenter.org/cookbook-download
http://www.bbc.co.uk/wales/audiovideo/sites/about/pages/computer.shtml
http://www.detales.net/wp/digital-storytelling/

15. See box “Main features of a digital story” at the end of the paragraph
16. Gabriela’s story was published on the DIAMOND website:  http://www.diamondmuseums.eu/stories-romania.html
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ing is an important phase: the more accurate it is,
the less it will need to be “cleaned up” with an audio
editing programme. Moreover, in a digital story it is
the storyteller’s voice to guide the listener through
the images; this is why we asked participants to re-
hearse their narratives over and over again before
recording took place. We guided them and advised
them to speak slowly, with a natural voice, following
punctuation and choosing the right intonation. In DI-
AMOND’s case, due to time constraints, we could not
allow more than three recordings for each partici-
pants; when the time available is less narrow, it is up
to the facilitator to decide how many times a story-
teller may record his/her own story.

4. Editing
This phase implies synchronising images with sound
through a video-editing software. At this stage, our
participants had their own audio track and their sto-
ryboard ready. A brief introductory session was also
organised so as to illustrate the video and audio ed-
iting software already in use in the museums in-
volved: Moviemaker for PCs and iMovie for Mac. The
free programme Audacity was used for voice editing. 

There are several software options available, varying
in quality and price; the choice depends on the spe-
cific circumstances in which the editing work is being
carried out. Free software has the advantage of being
very intuitive and simple, as well as cost-effective for
organisations. On the other hand, professional soft-
ware allows for a more accurate editing, but clearly
implies higher costs and is more difficult to use for
those who are not accustomed to this medium. It is
advisable to adopt the same software for all partici-
pants and to have the support of a technician to help
solve specific problems.

This phase may also be entrusted to an external con-
sultant, but it is important that the storytellers feel
they are in control and that the final product reflects

their idea, i.e. they have a sense of ownership of the
final story. Usually this is the more problematic phase
of Digital Storytelling workshops, but in DIAMOND’s
case the more experienced participants helped those
less familiar with the technologies used, who there-
fore had the opportunity to increase their digital
skills. All participants were able to complete their
own story.

5. Sharing
Viewing and sharing stories with the other partici-
pants is a moment of strong empathy, as well as an
occasion to go over the significance of the whole
process and to clear up possible doubts.
In both DIAMOND workshops, an ad hoc setting was
prepared to give participants the feeling of sitting in
a movie theatre, and this helped everyone feel com-
fortable. A short group session was organised at the
end of this phase to allow participants to express and
share their reflections.
The observations of participants were also gathered
through questionnaires at the beginning, during the
workshops and at the end of the training course. The
process and its effectiveness were positively as-
sessed; the phase involving the use of technology
turned out to be the most difficult part of the work-
shop, but in spite of this 36 stories overall were com-
pleted.
In our view, the stories produced during the work-
shops allowed an original, “behind the scenes” in-
sight into the museum profession and the work
carried out by scientific museums with their audi-
ences. These stories tell us about discoveries, pro-
fessional tools, and the need for ongoing research;
they also convey the passion for one’s own work and
the importance of science education for the commu-
nity’s wellbeing.
Mihaela, curator at the Museum Complex "Ion
Borcea", tells us about how lucky she was to turn her
passion for nature into a profession, sharing with chil-
dren the results of her own research work on new
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species through education activities.
Oana, educator at the “Grigore Antipa” Museum in
Bucharest, tells us about the first project addressed
to blind people she was able to carry out, and how
proud she was to see the museum finally accessible
to everyone.

The story of David, palaeontologist and educator at
the Natural Sciences Museum in Valencia, is about
how the accidental discovery of a fossil triggered his
curiosity and prompted him into studying palaeonto-
logy.
Sandra, also from the Natural Sciences Museum in
Valencia, tells us about her outreach work thanks to
a suitcase full of objects and specimens she carries
with her around the city in the workshops for elderly
people.
The positive feedback given by participants confirms
the effectiveness of Digital Storytelling as a tool for
promoting lifelong learning and personal empower-
ment also in the museum sector. By adjusting to the

economic or technical needs of an organisation, Digi-
tal Storytelling “is a democratic medium”, to quote
from Daniel Meadows’ website17. 

We believe that focusing on the act of telling and
sharing is more important than worrying about tech-
nical details. New technologies constantly change
and improve, but stories and the impact they have
on individual learning show the long-term impact
they can have on personal and professional growth. 

“Trying to make them see why museums
are important, how they can have an im-
pact on your life and why they are called
true wells of knowledge.”

Participant in the DIAMOND workshops, 2013

17. “Digital Stories are best made in workshops where participants come together to share skills and benefit from the assistance of faci-
litators. A workshop gives its participants courage, for making a Digital Story isn't easy. It can, though, be remarkably empowering and,
when imagined as a tool of democratised media, it has I think the potential to change the way we engage in our communities. At the
BBC we created an itinerant workshop, a lab we could take out on the road: to miners' institutes and welfare halls, community IT suites
and arts centres, schools and colleges.” Daniel Meadows, from the Photobus website.
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Some thoughts on Digital Storytelling workshops
and the role of facilitators
Patrizia Braga

The use of storytelling is today widely recognised for
promoting cognitive and learning processes19; Digital
Storytelling allows the development and combination
of several skills: writing and speaking, technological
skills and artistic sensitivity20. No less important, the
liberating act of giving voice to one’s own experience
has a therapeutic value21, as it allows to develop and
maintain a sense of identity, to give meaning to what
happens, to recognise one’s own ability to overcome
occurrences in life, and to discover one holds some-
thing noteworthy in the eyes of an audience22.

It is precisely because of the fundamental role played
by the intimate and emotional part of personal sto-
ries, that the planning of a range of icebreaker activ-
ities at the beginning of the workshops is so
important for team building and the creation of an

environment perceived as open and safe enough for
individuals to open themselves to others. In this con-
text, the role of the facilitator is crucial in order to
create such an environment and to guide storytellers
in identifying and developing a personal story which
is particularly meaningful23.  

This story must be about a specific and unique mo-
ment in life, a moment when something changed.

A delicate task for the facilitator is to help storytellers
sum up “the history of the moment” in max. 300
words. Although it may seem inconsiderate to advise
someone to omit parts of the story, being asked to
use a limited number of words helps the creative
process and urges the storyteller to focus on a single
moment and to examine it in depth. The same goes
with the time limits characterising each one of the
five phases: participants are invited to concentrate
and to carry out whatever is required in that particu-
lar phase within a given time, often drawing from
skills they didn’t expect to have. Organising the
workshop while respecting all phases and the related
schedule allows to understand and appreciate its dy-
namics with a view to adapting it to one’s own pro-
fessional context. In the training of museum
operators, we decided to initially focus on the

“You are not really doomed until you
have a good story and someone to tell
it.”

Alessandro Baricco18

18. The quote is drawn from Novecento, by A.  Baricco, Feltrinelli, 1994.
19. A. Smorti, Narrazioni. Cultura, memoria, formazione del sé, Milano, Giunti, 2007; D. Goleman, Emotional intelligence, Bantam Books, 1996.
20. M. De Rossi, C. Petrucco, Le narrazioni digitali per l’educazione e la formazione, Milano, Carocci, 2009.
21. D. Demetrio, Raccontarsi. L'autobiografia come cura di sé, Milano, Raffaello Cortina editore, 1995.
22. See also the evaluation report of the “Culture Shock!” project, http://www.cultureshock.org.uk/inspiration/newcastle-story.html.
23. See footnote 14.



stories for museums 57

m
us

eu
m

s
fo

rs
 s

to
rie

s

process rather than on the quality of the end prod-
uct: listening, reasoning, elaborating, creating and
sharing. The latter, sharing, is important not only at
the end of the workshop, but also in the phase of text
review. We ensured that participants helped one an-
other in writing and reading their stories, giving ad-
vice on how to amplify their impact. 
This strengthened their relationship, and allowed
new perspectives to fuel individual creativity. We
could really sense the fruitful group dynamics unfold-
ing during the workshop: in the workplace, col-

leagues are normally known only from a professional
point of view, and many things are given for granted. 

By contrast, during the Digital Storytelling workshop
participants had the opportunity to show one or more
unfamiliar sides of their characters or lives. 
The human and professional advantages of creating
a cohesive working group are quite clear, a team
where individuals know each other beyond prejudice
and routine work, and conflict is more easily man-
aged.

“I enjoyed very much the openness and viva-
city of the trainers, as well as the emotional
part of the storyboard circle (uncomfortable at
the beginning and exciting by the end of the
day).”

Participant in the DIAMOND workshops, 2013

“The experience, the process of storytelling will
be a good instrument for our activities with in-
mates, because it will give them the opportu-
nity to share their thoughts and to feel that
they are communicating with people from out-
side the prison.”

Participant in the DIAMOND workshops, 2013

“Working as I do in a museum context, the vi-
sual impact is very important, and has to be
linked with the specific moment the story des-
cribes in order to keep the attention of the au-
dience, to establish a connection with the
participants’ own emotional experiences, and
to encourage them to tell their own story.”

Participant in the DIAMOND workshops, 2013

“Yes, I think Digital Storytelling could be used
as an impact evaluation tool, because it gives
people the opportunity to express themselves
and to explain how they feel about an activity.”

Participant in the DIAMOND workshops, 2013
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Main features of a digital story

Text: 180-320 words
Images: 10-25 
Duration: 1.5 - 2.5 minutes

It should:
- Have a beginning, a development and a conclusion
- Be told in the words of the storyteller
- Be told  by the storyteller him/herself
- Always maintain a focus on the heart of the story 

Possible subjects and starting points for a story: 
- A passion
- A decisive moment in professional career 
- A moment of change, a journey 
- The resolution of a conflict
- Objects from the museum collection
- Cultural observations 

Source: BBC, handbook prepared by  Steve Bellis in the frame-
work of the “DeTALES” project; Melting Pro working team’s expe-
rience in several European projects on  Digital Storytelling

Copyright

The use of one’s own mate-
rial (photos, music, etc.) to
create stories is highly advis-
able. 
It is important to inform sto-
rytellers on the legal conse-
quences of an improper use
of material under copyright.
Creative Commons is a fre-
quently used license to safe-
guard the storytellers’ works.

Tentative checklist for organising 
a DS Workshop 

Informed and prepared participants!

At least two rooms: one for recording, one for
the storycircle, depending on the number of
participants 

Same software (whether free or professional)
for all participants

Hardware: Pc, Mac, tablet or smartphone

Wi-Fi, sockets,  extension cables, USB, CDs,
cameras, loudspeakers 

Recorder and microphone

Evaluation tools

Food & accommodation

Essential (but not exhaustive) list of web resources:
Links to Digital Storytelling handbooks
http://www.bbc.co.uk/wales/audiovideo/sites/yourvideo/pdf/aguidetodigitalstorytelling-bbc.pdf 
http://www.storycenter.org/cookbook.pdf 
http://www.bbc.co.uk/tellinglives/  
http://www.bbc.co.uk/wales/audiovideo/sites/about/pages/editing.shtml.
http://downloads.bbc.co.uk/raw/pdf/tutormanual.pdf 
http://www.detales.net/wp/module-2-digital-storytelling/
Useful links for Digital Storytelling
http://www.aberth.com/blog/ds6-digital-storytelling-conference-review-2011.html
http://curiositycreative.wordpress.com/what-is-digital-storytelling/http://www.photobus.co.uk/?id=534
http://www.bbc.co.uk/wales/arts/yourvideo/category_index.shtml 
http://www.storycenter.org/stories/
http://www.digitalstoriesyale.co.uk 
http://www.untoldstories.eu/eng/About-the-Project
http://lillehammer2011.wordpress.com/
http://www.umbc.edu/oit/newmedia/studio/digitalstories/profiles.php
http://storiesforchange.net/
http://electronicportfolios.org/digistory/index.html
http://www.socraticarts.com/index.cfm
http://www.cultureshock.org.uk/inspiration/newcastle-story.html 
http://digitalstorytelling.coe.uh.edu/page.cfm?id=24&cid=24
http://www.youtube.com/user/TWAMDigitalStories

�

�
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ment was created, with the precious cooperation of ex-
ternal operators (Myosotis m.m.) trained in/by the Mu-
seum itself. In line with international guidelines
(UNESCO, 1999; Lisbon Strategy 2005, 2010), the ini-
tial goal of the Department was to make a contribution
towards the dissemination of scientific culture for the
benefit of “cultural democracy and public participa-
tion”. Over the years, partnerships with local schools,
which account for a significant share of the Museum’s
audience, were intensified. Schools are assisted in pro-
gramming activities before, during and after the visit,
which become an integral part of the curriculum. The
cultural policy of the Education Department has always
been to devote its projects to naturalistic, environmen-
tal and sustainability issues; the strategies employed
focus on a direct knowledge of specimens and the full
use of museum spaces, from the educational rooms
and ZooLab to the exhibition spaces, which is indeed
where most of the activities take place. Methodologies
are inspired by active and constructive learning models
and aim at the cognitive, emotional, sensorial involve-
ment of participants, as well as at promoting socio-cul-
tural dialogue, exchange and interaction.

Cultural policies and audience development
After consolidating its partnership with schools, a new
attention was devoted to the general public, both ac-
tual and potential. In spite of the uniqueness and
specificity of its collections and programmes, the Mu-
seum is still relatively little known and visited by Rome
citizens. It is quite likely that the Museum resents from
the competition of the city’s several (and important)
art museums; however, also its widespread social rep-
resentation as a “cognitive-educational” institution
which is particularly suited to the upbringing of chil-
dren and youths may have an impact on the number
and quality of visitors. For this reason, the Museum en-
riched its cultural programme with new activities tar-
geted at a diverse range of visitors (family groups,
elderly people, children, teenagers etc.), trying to de-
velop the social and enjoyable dimensions of the visit

– a need also highlighted by visitors studies carried out
by the Education Department. Today, the Museum of-
fers afternoon programmes (e.g. the Happy hours),
holiday and night programmes (e.g. A night at the Mu-
seum, Halloween night, etc.) to welcome a wider range
of users. To create a space for the encounter and ex-
change between different ages, gender, cultures, ed-
ucational and social backgrounds inside the Museum
has become a key objective of the Department.
Over the years, however, also a profound change in
cultural policies took place: from the original education
programme aimed at promoting scientific-naturalistic
knowledge and skills (historically perceived as the in-
stitutional mission of scientific museums) to a lifelong-
lifewide learning project which is more in line with new
social needs and suitable for different personalities,
knowledge systems, ideas and ages. The traditional,
authoritative and well-rooted image of the “educa-
tional/instructive Museum” was reshaped in favour of
a dynamic institution, open to new cultural experi-
ences, dialogue and an ability to listen to the views
and needs of the local community. Educators became
fully aware that the Museum can offer/initiate new
knowledge, but also new interests and values, sensitiv-
ities, competencies, attitudes, gratifying experiences.
Speaking from a social perspective, it can make a sig-
nificant contribution towards the development of gen-
erations of individuals who are not only better
educated, but also more capable of self-esteem, active
and critical participation, social interaction ... Educa-
tion projects, therefore, focus on both established and
experimental themes and issues, and include many
different activities and languages (art included) in syn-
ergy with science. Communication models have delib-
erately gone beyond the one-way transfer of
information in favour of an exchange between differ-
ent cultures and perspectives. Also the museum web-
site was renovated with a view to promoting citizens’
participation; it has open access features and provides
spaces for interaction. The ground-breaking work of
the Education Department has been supported and
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consolidated through promoting educational research
and in-service training as “ordinary practices”. The
critical reflection on strategies, tools, methodologies
and contents is a major strength of the cultural and
educational action of the Museum, and represents its
dynamic-evolutional potential. The willingness of the
Museum to play a contemporary institutional role, in
line with the needs of the local community and its
socio-cultural problems, is to be inscribed in this con-
text of active research, flexibility and exploration.

Identity and roles in evolution
In defining its agenda and priorities in a time of global
crisis, the Museum of Zoology, like other museum in-
stitutions, experiences a difficult balance between
well-established institutional roles and new socio-cul-
tural needs. The Museum still retains a sound scientific
image and has not experienced the decrease in the
number of visitors which has put other institutions in a
difficult position. And yet, in a “social report” perspec-
tive – i.e. the Museum’s accountability with respect to
its role and impact on the surrounding community, its
needs and the quality of life of all citizens – the Mu-
seum still has a long way to go. The 50,000 or so visi-
tors it attracts every year are a considerable audience
for the Museum’s dimensions and resources, but they
primarily belong to the school world. The “general” vis-
itors are by and large represented by regular museum-
goers, with a high educational degree, interested in
science, living in the city centre. In more recent years,
there was an increase in the attendance of a non-ex-
pert audience, especially on the occasion of free public
events such as A night at the Museum or of family pro-
grammes. However, the visitor studies carried out in
the past few years1 still show a significant gap be-
tween the Museum and a variety of groups, like citi-

zens from the more deprived areas of Rome, minori-
ties, immigrants, elderly people, teenagers ... Random
interviews with adult “non-visitors” in different parts
of the city showed that they either ignored the exis-
tence of the Museum, or had never visited it because
of distance, the lack of adequate information, or a low
interest in cultural participation and a sense of inade-
quacy and uneasiness with science; in case the inter-
viewees know the Museum, it is often perceived as
elitist, exclusive and inaccessible (Falchetti 2007,
2010). These findings confirm a national and European
trend (Eurobarometer, 2005, 2007): scientific muse-
ums are not accessible to everyone due to manage-
ment problems, but also to a sense of awkwardness or
to socio-cultural demotivation. 
The Museum, therefore, should strive to actively in-
volve excluded audiences and convey them an impres-
sion of cultural accessibility and openness. Italy
ratified the Convention on the Value of Cultural Her-
itage for Society (Council of Europe Framework; Faro,
27/X/2005) with a view to promoting an ethical use of
heritage for the benefit and the quality of life of society
as a whole, social cohesion, recognition and apprecia-
tion of cultural diversities and intercultural dialogue.
With these goals in mind, the Museum of Zoology
launched two pilot projects and started to look for new
partnerships, thereby engaging with complex socio-
cultural issues and providing the conceptual and prac-
tical frame for the DIAMOND project.

Engaging in a dialogue with the local commu-
nity: two pilot experiences
Two pilot projects were carried out between 2009 and
20121. “Taking the Museum beyond its walls and into
the city’s fringes” was targeted at individuals living in
the outskirts of Rome, where cultural resources (and

1. See the Background Research May 2013: www.diamondmuseums.eu/download/DIAMOND_Background_research.pdf.
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motivations) are inadequate, and citizens often feel
they are excluded from active participation in the city’s
cultural life. The main aim of this pilot experience was
to test different forms of community involvement. The
project team was composed of educators supported by
curators and a taxidermist. The planning of activities
and their implementation were informed by three
strategies aimed at removing barriers from a physical,
motivational and communication point of view: 

1) To go beyond the Museum’s wall in order to reach
out to citizens in their own territory, engage in a di-
alogue with them, and motivate them to get to
know the Museum, also through a direct contact
with specimens from the collections; the assump-
tion to be tested was that an inspiring contact and
an explicit invitation on the part of the Museum staff
would have questioned the image of inaccessibility
and would have provided the evidence that the Mu-
seum was willing to engage in a dialogue with
everyone.

2) To support participants in the discovery of the Mu-
seum, its activities and its socio-cultural potential;
the assumption to be tested was that a direct in-
volvement with scientists would have encouraged
a new motivation and awareness of the Museum’s
role.

3) To reinforce the value/impact of the Museum expe-
rience, by inspiring new visitors to become cultural
actors in turn through both outreach initiatives and
activities inside the Museum; the assumption to be
tested was that by playing an active and creative
role, participants would be more motivated.

A Mobile Museum was set up with specimens and sci-
entific instruments which could be transported by car.
Over the years, the Mobile Museum reached elderly
centres, schools, youth centres, libraries, squares and
other public spaces in the outskirts of Rome. “Non-vis-
itors” were engaged through the observation of spec-
imens; following these first outreach activities, youths,

elderly people, school classes, groups and individuals
became the Museum’s guests. During repeated visits,
they looked at the exhibits, took part in workshop ac-
tivities and met scientists who explained their work.
With the help of Museum staff, all participants organ-
ised events in their own neighbourhoods and/or inside
the Museum, by replicating experiences and observa-
tions and involving a considerable number of fellow cit-
izens, both young and adult. A mix of evaluation tools
was designed to provide evidence of the project’s pos-
itive outcomes in terms of helping participants develop
new knowledge and skills. Outreach and museum ac-
tivities triggered significant interest, enthusiasm, par-
ticipation and personal engagement also in those
individuals who initially felt de-motivated, uneasy and
insecure, youths in particular. The main factors of suc-
cess of the project were: the direct contact with the
deprived neighbourhoods, which allowed the Museum
to remove barriers having to do with physical distance,
but also with diffidence and the lack of interest (in this
respect, the Mobile Museum turned out to be a pre-
cious resource); the Museum’s willingness to give up
more traditional and formal contents and languages,
which allowed everyone to really take part and to nur-
ture/express their own interests and motivations spon-
taneously; the workshop activity carried out with
“scientists”, which involved participants and helped
them find a meaning for the Museum’s existence and
activities; the warm welcome given to participants,
which helped them overcome their sense of unease
and inadequacy; the final activities in which partici-
pants played an active role, which reinforced their
sense of self-esteem, the confidence of being able to
take part in scientific culture, the pride of playing a
positive social role in their own neighbourhoods or at
the Museum. The pilot project clearly showed that it is
possible to initiate a dialogue with non-visitors from
deprived areas of the city and, together, develop a
more accessible and welcoming image of the Museum;
but it also highlighted the need to ensure that this di-
alogue is constantly sustained and nurtured, if the Mu-
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seum wants to leave a permanent trace in the lived
experience of individuals and their attitude towards
cultural participation.
Non-visitors also include other segments of the popu-
lation, such as first-generation migrants, ethnic minori-
ties like the Roma community (around 8,000 living in
Rome) and political refugees. Apart from the opportu-
nities of integration offered by school attendance
(when it happens), these citizens remain segregated
within their own “cultural islands”, by necessity or
choice, for lack of opportunity or personal motivation.
The second pilot project of the Museum of Zoology, car-
ried out between 2011 and 2012, was devoted to these
groups: “The Museum as a space for dialogue and
socio-cultural inclusion” involved a small community of
young and adult Romani people, and a group of under-
age and adult political refugees from different nation-
alities and countries, mainly from Africa. The Museum’s
partners in this project were two Centres for Political
Refugees and a local parish assisting the Roma com-
munity. The project team included the same staff of the
previous project, assisted by a group of trainees with
university degrees in different disciplines. Also this proj-
ect was aimed at exploring ways in which to create and
nurture a new relationship with citizens “unknown” to
the Museum, along with the (self) training of profes-
sionals in promoting the access of excluded segments
of Rome’s population. The model successfully tested
with “Taking the Museum beyond its walls and into the
city’s deprived areas” was replicated: establishing con-
tacts with the local community and inviting them to the
Museum, with the observation of specimens used to
create an interest in participants and give them a taste
of the collections’ richness; workshops at the Museum;
feedback of participants and/or outreach events and
activities in the Museum. Animals were chosen as the
topic which would trigger mutual knowledge and ex-
change: all participants in the project, albeit with differ-
ent cultural backgrounds, had previous experiences,
interests and stories to share in this respect, and the
peculiar vision/interpretation of Museum staff was a

source of curiosity. Young refugees visited the Museum
several times, first with their tutors and subsequently
on their own or with their friends. Visits included the
exploration of exhibits, but also taxidermy, drawing
and naturalistic painting workshops. Once having ac-
quired a new confidence and familiarity with the Mu-
seum, participants became “tutors” in turn for adult
refugees. Roma adults who had taken part in an intro-
ductory meeting organised by the local parish came
back several times to the Museum with children from
their community. All meetings, which took place in a
friendly and informal atmosphere, were creative and
constructive, with clear demonstrations of interest and
participation. The Museum and its activities seemed to
raise enthusiasm in all these new visitors. However,
visits soon stopped and none of the groups sponta-
neously asked for new activities, nor did they keep their
relationship with the Museum alive. The problems
these people experience in everyday life hinder the de-
velopment of long-term perspectives of cultural partic-
ipation; moreover, projects targeted at them are
mainly welfare-oriented, and do not encourage cultural
growth beyond school. As a consequence, the Museum
is perceived as a place to have a pleasant, but sporadic
and unnecessary experience; only through pro-
grammes which are more continuative, structured and
ground-breaking may these citizens be really encour-
aged to take part in the community’s cultural life. 
In the same project’s framework, the Museum started
a partnership with the “Casal del Marmo” juvenile
prison, with workshops targeted at young inmates of
both sexes and of different nationalities. The strategy
was always the same: observation of specimens,
demonstrations and activities, intercultural dialogue on
animals. The workshops represented a change in tradi-
tional prison activities, and were highly appreciated by
young inmates, who (with only two exceptions) had no
previous museum experience. All of them asked to
keep on working with the Museum, and this is why the
juvenile prison was again reconsidered when choosing
the target groups for the DIAMOND project.
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DIAMOND and the pilot project
for a new cultural democracy
Goals, organisation and strategies
The goals identified and shared by DIAMOND project partners
were related to the experimentation, evaluation and dissem-
ination of pilot projects and of Digital Storytelling in scientific
museums, targeted at potentially disadvantaged and mar-
ginalised individuals. Working with these target groups is a
challenge for both policy and practice, as it exposes the mu-
seum to new dimensions, activities and professional expert-
ise, new audiences, new socio-cultural goals, roles and
responsibilities. The pilot project at the Museum of Zoology
was seen not only as a challenge, but also as a multidimen-
sional opportunity for institutional growth and reflection on

the new roles and potential of the Museum itself. An interdis-
ciplinary and multi-professional project team, composed of
museum staff and external experts, worked in close synergy
for two years by planning, preparing project materials, defin-
ing procedures for documentation, experimenting with new
approaches, activities and professional skills. 
The interdisciplinary nature of the working group was a major
factor of success, as it allowed the Museum to expand the
scope of its approaches, languages and perspectives. The ac-
tivities of the working group were always informed by the
principles of research-action, internal and external evaluation,
ongoing self-training and documentation.
The choice of target groups, conceived as “experimentation
partners”, was guided by the competencies and skills devel-
oped by the Museum in its previous projects with elderly
people, immigrants and young inmates, and based on the
specific expertise of the project team itself (e.g. the profes-
sional experience of Valeria Bodò with deaf people). Five
pilot experiences were carried out with individuals poten-
tially or actually experiencing situations of social, cultural
and physical alienation in the city of Rome:
- Young inmates (“Casal del Marmo” Juvenile Prison).
- Young refugees (“Civico Zero” Centre for refugees).
- Adults with an immigrant background (1st Centre for Adult

Education and Training – EDA Unit, “Daniele Manin”
School Institute).

- Elderly people from a deprived neighbourhood of Rome
(“Luigi Petroselli” Elderly Centre, Settecamini).

- Adults with hearing impairments (“Tommaso Silvestri”
Centre of Rome).

While taking into account the peculiarities and diversities of
every pilot group, the strategies which had proved to be par-
ticularly effective in the Museum’s past experience were
once again adopted: preliminary meeting in partner organ-
isations’ venues, with the direct observation of the Mobile
Museum’s specimens and the invitation to visit the Museum;
visit to the Museum, with an experimental, interactive and
informal approach; participants’ feedback at the Museum or
in the partner organisations’ venues, which also included
Digital Storytelling. In the case of young inmates, the Mu-
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seum was taken inside the prison’s walls.
In line with the goal to test the Museum’s potential in involv-
ing citizens at risk of exclusion, all activities with pilot
groups, both within and outside the Museum, were based
on the valorisation of museum resources. As most partici-
pants were not used to museum attendance for different
reasons, getting to know the Museum, its cultural meanings,
its activities and social role was deemed more important
than focussing on the formal contents of museum displays
or other pre-defined programmes. The assumptions to be
tested were that: 
1) The direct contact with museum objects/specimens (in

this case animals) could trigger interests and promote
meaning-making and the development of knowledge re-
gardless of the degree of education, previous knowledge
and cultural differences of participants. 

2) Activities based on observation/experimentation and lit-
tle-structured visits (rather than formal guided visits with
pre-digested information and themes) would help high-
lighting the interests, creativity and personal meaning-
making of the individuals involved, and understanding
scientific research and the Museum’s mission and work. 

3) The use of informal and diverse languages could enhance
the opportunities for communication and dialogue with
individuals coming from different educational and cultural
backgrounds. 

4) The Museum and its collections could represent a context
to promote the encounter between cultural diversities
rather than the transmission of notions and information. 

5) Visiting patterns based on dialogue (i.e. free of any au-
thoritarian or patronising attitude) could encourage peo-
ple lacking in self-confidence or culturally marginalised
to express their own values and knowledge systems. 

The Museum and its zoological collections were therefore
used as a conceptual and experiential framework to com-
pare participants’ previous knowledge bases, visions, expe-
riences, meanings, values, and to build/accept new ones,
such as scientific knowledge and values. Language barriers
were overcome thanks to the multi-lingual skills of the oper-
ators involved and to the cooperation of linguistic mediators

(working for example with the several young participants
coming from Afghanistan or different African countries).

“Pilot” activities with elderly people
The pride of playing a social role
The pilot projects carried out by the Museum of Zoology
prior to DIAMOND (see above) had highlighted how elderly
people living in deprived neighbourhoods were out of touch
with the Museum, and how, more in general, they are at con-
stant risk of cultural exclusion and marginalisation in a city
as big as Rome. For this reason, the choice was made to
work with this target group in the framework of DIAMOND,
by strengthening the partnership with one of the Elderly
Centres involved in the previous projects. One of the key is-
sues we tried to deal with is the frequent decrease in self-es-
teem connected with physical decay and the loss of an
active social role. The previous experiences carried out by
the Museum with elderly people had shown their sense of
fulfilment in sharing with their families and other citizens
what they had learned through the Museum and its activi-
ties. DIAMOND’s strategy, therefore, was to emphasise this
particular aspect of the project, which could restore, how-
ever temporarily, the participants’ active social role in or
through the Museum. The elderly involved came back sev-
eral times to the Museum, where they took part in work-
shops they could replicate in their own Centre, with the
students of the neighbourhood schools, and then guide
them in a visit to the Museum. The workshop experience
based on the observation of specimens and the creation of
casts turned out to be an appropriate strategy, as it allowed
participants to be proactive without requiring complex scien-
tific knowledge or particular physical abilities. The experi-
ence was culturally constructive and socially empowering, in
spite of the foreseeable fluctuations in participants’ number
due to ill health and family commitments. The work with Dig-
ital Storytelling was carried out with a sample of three par-
ticipants who had regularly attended the activities, as an
expression of their relationship with the Museum. Their nar-
rations were enjoyable, spontaneous and fluid; given the
scarce computer literacy of the elderly involved, digitalisa-
tion required the assistance of operators, which led to a cre-
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ative intergenerational synergy. The willingness/pride in
playing once again a proactive social and cultural role is
something to be carefully considered in museum activities
aimed at benefiting elderly people at risk of exclusion. Fol-
lowing DIAMOND’s positive experience, Museum educators
organised other projects in which creative and socially-ori-
ented cultural activities (Digital Storytelling included) were
meant to personally engage the elderly as key actors in their
own neighbourhood and at the Museum – which resulted in
great participation in the Museum spaces and also at other
Elderly Centres.

Pilot activities with young inmates
Taking “voices” outside the prison’s walls
The marginalisation of young inmates is due not only, quite
obviously, to their detention, but more in general to their
often dramatic life experiences. These are likely to inflict
physical and mental damage, but also have an impact on
personal attitudes: lack of interest, de-motivation, estrange-
ment, discontinuity, lack of concentration, rejection of cul-
tural experiences and of all those inter-personal situations or
relationships implying an effort and a set of rules, such as
traditional school lessons. To take the Museum inside the ju-
venile prison and to experiment its potential impact on the
quality of life of these troubled youths was a huge challenge,
supported by the Museum’s previous experience with the
same target groups which was less structured, but positive
nonetheless. The strategies employed were first and fore-
most aimed at overcoming the sense of detachment and re-
fusal, and at changing the quality of interpersonal
relationships. For this reason, the Museum staked once
again on the value and potential of a direct involvement in
hands-on experiences with specimens, on creating opportu-
nities for dialogue and exchange rather than transmitting
content and notions, and on forms of interaction based on
mutual trust and respect between individuals, their ideas,
values and roles.
In accordance with the jail's management and teachers, the
activities planned in the framework of the DIAMOND project
were included in the yearly school curriculum. This choice
determined a profound, “beneficial” innovation in the edu-

cational strategies employed by the juvenile prison, but also
in the organisation of daily activities, thanks to the helpful
attitude of the jail’s management and security agents. Mu-
seum operators actively took part in the lessons held on a
daily basis in the jail’s classrooms, and sometimes worked
with young inmates in outdoor spaces. Over 150 youths of
both genders and with different cultural backgrounds at-
tended the museum workshops over a period of five
months. Activities included the observation, personal explo-
ration, classification and description of natural specimens
(animals and plants), whether live or coming from the mu-
seum collections; examination under the microscope; prepa-
ration of casts or models of animals and display of small
dioramas; preparation of specimens for their inclusion in mu-
seum collections. Meetings were organised around definite
and comprehensive themes, but were structured so as to in-
volve participants and encourage their interests and com-
ments. The scientific knowledge stimulated and supported
by direct experience and observation was progressively en-
riched by individual questions, observations and group de-
bates. The imagination, inspiration and creativity roused by
the observation of museum specimens and materials were
encouraged also through artistic creations (between art and
science) such as drawings, paintings, literary compositions,
illustrative tables etc., which were displayed in the Museum.
Storytelling was part of these creative and expressive activ-
ities, which participants quite understandably liked better
than drafting reports or filling questionnaires. Many inmates
enjoyed the opportunity to share their impressions and ap-
preciated the fact that these were “taken outside”, dissem-
inated beyond the jail’s walls as their product/voice.
Digitalisation was carried out with a sample group of six
youths, and the results were a source of great fulfilment and
pride for participants and Museum/jail operators alike. Digi-
tal stories and museum experiences were the object and
theme of the young inmates’ school-leaving examination.
The overall evaluation of this project is extremely positive,
and throws light on the great potential of the Museum also
in unpredictable and unexplored situations such as this one.
In spite of their problems with motivation, communication
and learning, all participants (and their digital stories)
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showed a conscious increase/revision of knowledge, a
growth of interest and a change in attitudes towards ani-
mals, plants and nature in general. The activities, based on
direct experience rather than on a formal transmission
model, involved everybody, regardless of age or nationality,
and made participation easier also for those experiencing
language barriers or who had never gone to school. The Mu-
seum staff was generally welcome and respected for its ex-
pertise and the innovative character of the chosen themes
and methodologies. Many participants showed an interest
in developing museum-specific professional skills (also the
taxidermist took part in the experience). The involvement
of the Museum in classroom activities also helped teachers
and jail staff to develop new and livelier ways of working
with young inmates. Upon leaving prison, several partici-
pants visited the Museum on their own or in the company of
friends. The partnership between the Museum and the ju-
venile prison is currently being carried on with new experi-
ences. 

The “pilot” activities with young refugees
Coming out of invisibility
Civico Zero is a Centre supported by Save the Children and
located in the working-class neighbourhood of San Lorenzo
in Rome. It welcomes young political refugees, but also
young Roma, ex-inmates and individuals experiencing social

exclusion, who receive assistance, but are also involved in
cultural and leisure activities. Unsurprisingly, the inclusion of
young refugees in the city’s life and culture is particularly
problematic (as is the case in other European countries).
Most of these youths survived terrible stories of war, perse-
cution and violence, and are now looking for better lives;
however, upon their arrival in Italy, they do not always find
what they hoped for; they often are confined inside
Refugees Centres, where they become “invisible”; although
some of them manage to attend special schools for adult
education and training (CTPs), their situation is ephemeral,
unstable, and often without future prospects. As opposed to
young inmates, we found out that many of the young
refugees we worked with were highly interested and moti-
vated in learning, and yet hindered by their sense of not
being accepted or integrated, by their loss of identity and
cultural/linguistic differences, and by the lack of points of
reference. Probably, all they need to actively take part in cul-
tural activities is some encouragement, generosity and a
warm welcome; in this sense, a museum can work as an in-
tercultural “contact zone” (Clifford, 1997), a place where
young refugees feel at home, and this is exactly the strate-
gic image the Museum wanted to convey and nurture in
these individuals at high risk of exclusion. After preliminary
contacts with operators working in the Refugees Centre,
meetings were organised with some youths at Civico Zero,
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and specimens taken there with the
Mobile Museum. None of the youths
involved (and none of those who sub-
sequently visited the Museum) had
never been inside a scientific mu-
seum; most of them were not even
aware of their existence, or didn’t
have any mental image of any mu-
seum, as they came from countries
where museum institutions are ei-
ther not present or not perceived as
a value to be aware and taken care
of. The Museum has been visited by
over one hundred youths on the
occasion of several meetings or-
ganised in partnership with the
Civico Zero; visits took place in ex-
hibition and workshop spaces,
where Museum staff guided the
young visitors without following
predefined routes, by stopping where the
interest and curiosity of par-
ticipants were stronger (this
was especially the case
when memories and stories
from their countries of origin
emerged), and by allowing
them the time to ‘get their
bearings’ in an environment
which was completely new
from a spatial, communication
and conceptual/philosophical
point of view. Museum opera-
tors encouraged their inquisi-
tiveness and observations,
tales and comments, by re-
specting identities and cultural
differences; they provided par-
ticipants with scientific explana-
tions in response to their queries
(for example, all the youths in-

volved took part in a taxidermy
workshop: how and why ani-
mals are preserved was the
most frequent question) or as a
factor of dialogue and exchange
between knowledge systems.
Meetings had a follow-up at the
Refugees Centre and at the Mu-
seum, which resulted in the pro-
duction of several digital stories.
A number of factors provide the
evidence of how successful the
strategies employed were. The re-
lationship with the Museum staff
was always friendly and charac-
terised by openness and reciprocal
appreciation, thereby transforming
meetings into opportunities of mu-
tual knowledge and socialisation; the
latter is a crucial precondition to in-
crease in participants a sense of self-
esteem, confidence in being

accepted and trust in the Institution. All of
them showed liveliness, curiosity, an ex-
traordinary enthusiasm and sense of won-
der when looking at the animals of the
Museum, when listening to the scientific
interpretation provided by Museum staff,
and during workshop activities. Many of
them spontaneously came back to the
Museum several times, overcoming dif-
ficulties, distance and time constraints,
taking with them relatives and friends,
and without asking for particular assis-
tance. They wrote articles for their jour-
nal, made videos and photographic
services. For all of them, the Museum
was an enjoyable discovery and a
meeting place with a quiet and
friendly atmosphere. Because of this
appreciation on the part of young
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refugees, it was agreed with the Civico Zero Centre to hold
monthly visits to the Museum with the “veterans” as well as
with newcomers. Digital Storytelling was experimented also
with this group, and was particularly interesting because of
the diverse cultural backgrounds of participants. Storycircles
were successful also with the most timid and reserved, who,
when offered the opportunity to be listened to, opened
themselves, disclosed their feelings and life experiences to
others, and wrote down or dictated their story. Nine stories
were digitalised with the active (although discontinuous)
participation of youths. All of them revolve around new
knowledge, emotions and reminiscences triggered by the
Museum, along with the memories of past life in the coun-
tries of origin.

The “pilot” activities with “new citizens”
Culture beyond school
Immigrants “regularly” living and working in Rome (as in
other European cities) are several thousands and come from
different parts of the world. Generally, these new citizens
are not represented in museum audiences, and (beyond
special events) we had clear evidence of their poor cultural
participation, due not only to the lack of information or eco-
nomic resources, but also to little familiarity with cultural ac-
tivities. There are several special schools for adults in Rome,
attended by immigrants of all ages, cultures and professions
who are clearly willing to get an educational certification and
develop a better knowledge of the host country’s culture.
Classes are exclusively formed by foreign-born citizens with
degrees which are not recognised in Italy (or without any de-
gree). Difficulties in communication are palpable, as (with
the only exception of the teacher) no one is fluent in the Ital-
ian language. The school is attended discontinuously due to
working time constraints, problems with residence permits,
or simply because students show little diligence (or cultural
interest). Programmes are partially aligned with those of
public schools and are often difficult, abstract or alien to the
students’ cultural and linguistic preparation/background or
to the daily problems they experience; some teachers select
topics on the basis of their alleged usefulness. Also due to
time and organisational constraints, lessons are not sup-

ported by workshop activities or practical experiences, and
the opportunities to take part in cultural activities are inad-
equate or virtually non-existent, depending on the good will
of teachers. In spite of their apparent integration, cultural
inclusion and exchange between new citizens and local cul-
ture “remain at the surface” and only take place through
school or daily life; free cultural participation (and/or atti-
tude) is practically absent, and attending school is evidently
not enough to encourage it as an alternative for a better
quality of life. The pilot project, therefore, was aimed at test-
ing the response of a group of individuals with an immigrant
background to a cultural offer which is so new to them. It
was offered to the teachers of one of these Centres for adult
education and training: some of them accepted the invita-
tion with a view to integrating the museum visit into the cur-
riculum; others were more open to exploring the potential of
this new experience, without necessarily having to fit it in
the school programme.
The Museum envisaged the same format also for this pilot
group (outreach activities, informal visits to the Museum,
feedback of participants). Over one year, several classes
were involved, and more than 200 students reached. Al-
though they lived in Rome and attended a public school,
none of them knew any museum in the city, let alone scien-
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tific museums, in spite of Rome’s rich cultural offer. Nearly
all of them had no mental representation of museums and/or
wondered what they were (What is a museum? It is hard for
me to conjure it up). The observation activities held in the
classroom roused interests, curiosities and a desire to learn,
thereby confirming the need for a practical and experimen-
tal approach, with the direct involvement of students. Many
stories, also personal, revolving around animals were told
and written before the visits to the Museum, and played a
part in creating a bridge between “common-sense” and for-
mal experiences and cultures. The Museum was presented
more as a field of exploration and exchange between sci-
ence and local/non-specialist narratives, than as a class-
room. For all those involved, it was a genuine discovery to
find out that animals are preserved as natural heritage (the
concept of displaying objects in museums). After the first,
successful visits, some students came back to the Museum
in different groups to attend workshops during school hours;
they produced a range of materials documenting their expe-
rience, and organised a “feedback event” at a local cultural
centre. Three stories, out of the many collected by the Mu-

seum, were digitalised with the active (although discontin-
uous) participation of storytellers, who reflected their cul-
tural peculiarities also in these expressive forms. However,
we are not aware of any of these groups/students freely
coming back to the Museum, and it looks like this experience
remained confined to a school context. The idea of free and
spontaneous cultural participation as a factor for personal
and social growth is probably hard to nurture: how can the
Museum contribute?

The “pilot” activities with individuals
with hearing impairments
Breaking the silence
“Depending on the age of the first symptoms and on the de-
gree of deafness, there may be a more or less serious dam-
age of speaking as well as reading and writing skills ... it’s
like a silent or invisible disability ... the impairment results
from those obstacles and restrictions hindering the deaf per-
son in taking part in social activities, and is not objectively
measurable ... This lack of attention, recognition and serv-
ices has led to the creation of a very cohesive and some-
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times withdrawn community, so much so that a deaf identity
or even a deaf pride has developed by contrast with individ-
uals with no hearing impairments” (Valeria Bodò). To this
day, in spite of a growing attentions towards deafness, the
daily life of deaf people is often characterised by cultural iso-
lation: in fact, only rarely is sign language used in cultural
events and services (also those publicly funded), which
means that these individuals are further marginalised be-
cause of a lack of interaction, motivation, perceptions and
external feedbacks. This was the first project of the Museum
devoted to individuals with hearing impairments, and was
made possible by the involvement of two experts in sign lan-
guage; their experience also as educators, however, was
crucial to ensure that the activities carried out in the pro-
ject’s framework were not only aimed at bridging communi-
cation gaps, but were also dynamic and inspiring. Initially, an
agreement was made with the State Institute for the Deaf in
Rome, which runs special schools and cultural programmes.
Some representatives of the Institute, with hearing impair-
ments themselves, visited the Museum assisted by the staff
in order to explore its potential. An invitation to take part in
an ad hoc Museum project was disseminated through the
web; the assumption was that prospective users would be
more easily engaged this way, rather than through simple
museum visits. The message, visible on Youtube2, did not
have the desired outcome. Therefore, the Museum decided
to reach representatives of the deaf community by direct in-
vitation, capturing their attention through the exploration of
the Mobile Museum’s animals. The “Tommaso Silvestri” Cen-
tre of Rome, with which the two experts in sign language
were in touch, was identified as project partner. Several
meetings (also on a weekly basis) were needed to catch par-
ticipants’ curiosity; “the active participation of audiences
with special needs is possible only so long as they feel wel-
come, protected and understood” (Valeria Bodò): the guid-
ing principle of the whole experience was to establish a
relationship of mutual trust before the visit to the Museum.
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The latter took place with the assistance of the Museum staff
and of the two experts in sign language, who worked both as
“activators” and as translators/mediators in the exchange
with museum experts. The approach was never frontal, but
interactive and enriched by the direct contact with speci-
mens and a workshop in taxidermy. All participants thor-
oughly enjoyed the experience and expressed the desire to
come back to the Museum. Their reflections and curiosity
showed that the great variety of visual (and tactile) mes-
sages conveyed by the Museum is likely to promote a posi-
tive motivation and interaction with this particular kind of
disability, thereby compensating for the lack of sound com-
munication and perception. Meetings were followed by the
production of three digital stories, with voiceover and sign
language.

From experience
to reflection
The methodologies employed by the project team, which
comprised action-research, evaluation and in-service train-
ing, gave rise to a number of reflections on the impact of the
individual pilot experiences as well as on the Museum’s value
with respect to indicators such as, for example, “the educa-
tional and experiential value, and the ability to create part-
nerships or to act as a network/mediator between different
social groups” (The Netherlands Museum Association, 2011).

The socio-cultural impact and value
of Museum experiences
The activities carried out in the pilot projects’ framework
seem to have played a crucial role in stimulating new knowl-
edge and skills, triggering changes in ideas, attitudes and
values, increasing creativity and motivation, and promoting
a new sense of identity and self-esteem. This confirms the
huge potential of the museum experience also with individ-
uals and groups at risk of exclusion or with socio-
cultural/physical disadvantages. Active participation was
widespread, regardless of age, cultural and educational back-

ground. Judging from their comments and feedback, no “new
visitor” entering a scientific museum for the first time (or
knowing museum objects for the first time) felt disappointed
or bored. Moreover, the Museum created new opportunities
for social interaction, based on a cultural approach, revealing
working methods or lifestyles which were previously un-
known to most participants from these segments of the pop-
ulation. Pilot projects also allowed museum operators to
experiment new methodologies and communication forms;
to develop new expertise, based on “inter” professional-insti-
tutional-cultural-generational exchange; to test new opportu-
nities for social and educational research.

Digital Storytelling in DIAMOND
DIAMOND’s goal was to use Digital Storytelling as an expres-
sive tool of the relationship with the Museum and to test its
effectiveness with individuals at risk of alienation or cultural
exclusion (see also Storytelling Evaluation in this handbook).
Throughout the experimentation, storytelling proved to be
suitable for all cultural diversities, and indeed highlighted
them. Digital Storytelling helped participants express the
creativity, imagination and inspiration triggered by the Mu-
seum, while simultaneously reinforcing the museum experi-
ence; it proved to be a versatile and inclusive tool, not
discriminating between participants except for their famil-
iarity (however modest) with digital technologies. Therefore,
it looks like a promising tool for the quality and effectiveness
of the Museum as well as for its potential to make different
impacts, whether expected or unforeseen, explicit.
DIAMOND’s digital stories throw light not only on the most
significant knowledge and skills developed through mu-
seum activities, but also on the emotions experienced in
the Museum and with museum objects. The personal histo-
ries, identities and cultural values of storytellers emerge.
The two suggested themes, “I tell a story on myself at the
Museum” and “I tell a story on the Museum”, were devel-
oped by each person in a different way, revealing different
storytelling styles and objectives. 

In some stories the Museum is the “activator”, in others it
is a pretext for telling/elaborating personal memories or
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experiences; unsurprisingly, this was particularly the case
with young inmates, political refugees and elderly people.
Pilot projects reaffirm the social value of storycircles, i.e.
of the cognitive and emotional relationship which is estab-
lished between Storytellers and their listeners, most no-
tably immigrants, refugees and prisoners. Recording
activities, the collection of images and digitalisation pro-
vided opportunities for new relationships and synergies be-
tween Storytellers/visitors and Museum operators to take
shape. Experimentation highlighted the value of the Mu-
seum as an “activator” of storytelling, and conversely the
value of storytelling as an “enhancer” of the Museum’s
communicative and imaginative power. Besides its cogni-
tive value, the Museum (museums) is the place of imagina-
tion par excellence and this potential must be exploited to
reach and actively involve socially excluded and culturally
marginalised individuals, so that they may live a meaning-
ful experience.

Work in progress ... i.e. beyond the pilot project. 
A contribution towards the renewal
of the Museum Agenda
Requests for new opportunities to work with the Museum
keep on coming from the partners involved in the pilot proj-
ect, most notably the juvenile prison and Civico Zero Centre.
Activities with these groups go on with a range of initiatives.
The pilot project developed in the framework of DIAMOND
(and the two previous projects described at the beginning of
this paper) may only have an experimental value and repre-
sent a possible working method, but it certainly provided

the Museum (museums) with new insights into what could
be done on a more structured and permanent level to com-
bat social exclusion in a city such as Rome. The positive re-
sponse of pilot groups actually confirms the effectiveness of
the methodologies employed and encourages the Museum
to widen the scope of these experiences; furthermore, it
highlights the Museum’s potential (the potential of scientific
museums) with respect to social sustainability, cultural inclu-
sion and the promotion of a better quality of life. 
From the point of view of the Museum and its Social Report
(a key element for evaluation), the positive impact of the
pilot project goes beyond experimentation in itself: in fact,
a meaningful cultural service was offered to marginalised
segments of the population, and the project definitively
marked the Museum’s opening towards the surrounding
community, its willingness to take on a new and more vital
role in promoting social transformation and cohesion, and
its interest in investigating innovative strands of practice
aimed at nurturing dialogue between forgotten/marginalised
cultures, expectations, languages and socio-cultural con-
texts. The experience encouraged a redefinition of the Mu-
seum’s role and of its external/internal image (the Museum
as a space of participation, encounter, multi-intercultural
mediation and social inclusion), without questioning its more
traditional mission. Today the Museum’s awareness and in-
terest in “non-visitors” and individuals at risk of being ex-
cluded has increased, and a thorough investigation into the
evolution of its relationship with the surrounding community
has started.
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ganisms), biotechnology and environmental protection,
and also museology. These symposia represent an oppor-
tunity for specialists from different institutions (at a na-
tional as well as international level) to present the results
of their research. Most of our visitors are students from pri-
mary schools and colleges, but our exhibitions are also vis-
ited by other audiences: pensioners, children from
foster-homes, reform schools, penitentiaries.
If initially the relationship between the museum and its

audience was limited to the simple visit (individual or in
group), now the range of activities we carry out is more di-
versified. For example, travelling exhibitions tour in differ-
ent schools and high-schools, where our specialists provide
their educational support. The collaboration between our
museum and educational institutions (schools, colleges,
etc.) is based on educational projects, including the tradi-
tional visit of our exhibitions but also multimedia presenta-
tions with the involvement of pupils and students. Always
in collaboration with schools, the museum organises

themed activities correlated with different events accord-
ing to an “ecological calendar” (“The Earth Day”, “The Bio-
diversity Day”, etc).
Our museum is at present undergoing a renewal process.
The methods we are using in order to promote a wider ac-
cess to science are interactive, trying to develop a higher
degree of active involvement of the visitor in discovering
scientific information. The relationship between museum
specialists and the public was strengthened in the last few
years in collaboration with schools by implementing educa-
tional projects that brought the museum closer to its audi-
ences. We have the financial and (more important) the
human resources that enable us to develop more connec-
tions with the local community. Over the years, the number
of educational projects has grown, and so has the number
of new ideas. One such project, entitled “The museum
comes to you”, was launched in 2009, and gave us the op-
portunity to develop a series of travelling exhibitions for
schools. Museum specialists designed exhibitions meeting
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the needs of biology teachers who did not have the oppor-
tunity to organise trips to the museum for their students.
In our county, several villages are very distant from muse-
ums, and our travelling exhibitions were like a breath of
fresh air for these communities. The most successful were
“The pollution, where to?”, “Protected species of amphib-
ians and reptiles” and “The trap and the treasure from your
plate”. The methodologies used are inspired by active and
constructive learning models and aim at the cognitive,
emotional, sensorial involvement of visitors, as well as at
enhancing socio-cultural dialogue, exchange and interac-
tion.

The development of our audience 
We have been consolidating partnerships with schools, and
a new attention was devoted to other categories of public.
When we moved to the new location, the museum was lit-
tle known by the public. When we opened temporary exhi-
bitions, our former visitors followed us, but we had to
develop several permanent exhibition projects in order to
bring them to our exhibitions and make them regular visi-
tors. Bacau County has a vivid cultural environment, and as
a result our cultural offer had to be improved. We also im-
plemented the policy that “everyone has the right of ac-
cess to culture” and so we kept the entrance fees as low as
we could. In spite of the richness of its collections and pro-
grammes, the Museum is still relatively little known and

visited by the citizens of Bacau.
That’s why we enriched the cultural offer of our institution
with new activities targeting different categories of public
and trying to enhance the social aspects of the visits. 
We now offer programmes like summer schools, visits at
different hours (e.g. A night at the Museum), multimedia
presentations on previously selected themes, round tables
etc., with the purpose to welcome a wider range of visitors. 
In this way the museum becomes a new space where visi-
tors of different ages, gender, cultural, educational and so-
cial backgrounds meet.
This strategy led us to develop a lifelong-learning project
adapted to the social needs of our society, whereby spe-
cialists from scientific museums become specialists with
key roles in society. By developing our audience, we con-
tribute to the development of our society. As a central tool
to develop the general audience, the educational projects
are present in the annual plans of our institution.
The Museum Complex of Natural Sciences "Ion Borcea" has
a long experience in implementing educational projects,
having as target groups pupils from local schools, from
urban and rural areas of Bacau County. Originally, these
projects focused on the presentation of information con-
cerning different scientific themes. Over time, the educa-
tional projects were transformed and adapted to other
target groups. Therefore, the specialists from our institu-
tion are now involved in educational projects combining
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the educational sphere with the social environment. As far
as the educational sphere is concerned, projects are ad-
dressed to pupils with different backgrounds from urban
and rural areas, with the declared aim to make it easier for
them to have access to culture and science. In this direc-
tion, the Museum Complex of Natural Sciences "Ion
Borcea" of Bacau has implemented over 200 educational
projects in the last five years. As regards the social sphere,
our educational projects are devoted to categories of visi-
tors that are seldom present in the museum. We have been
promoting projects addressed to: pensioners, prisoners and
adults from nursing homes, children from foster homes and
children from under-developed villages. 
The educational projects that we implement comprise:
- Multimedia presentations.
- Field expeditions.
- Workshops.
- Travelling exhibitions.

- Visits to the museum.
- Summer schools.
- School activities.

Today, the museums play a key role, in line with the needs of
the local community and its socio-cultural problems.

A glimpse into the future
Our present programmes will be improved in order to meet
the cultural agenda of the community. Since the beginning
of the global crisis, “Ion Borcea” Museum, like other muse-
ums, was able to change its agenda and rebalance the cul-
tural offer to be able to meet new socio-cultural needs. The
results are good, and the reaction of the audience did not
lead to a decrease in the number of visitors – quite the con-
trary. Our museum tends to be an oasis of normality in a
society that lives in a constant hurry and appears to have
no spare time. In a social perspective, scientific museums



tion is (or should constantly be) to widen the range of au-
diences we address to. 
Several of our traditional partners are now involved in proj-
ects that include mobility visits of European pupils to our
county and of course to our museum; this is another factor
that helped us to diversify our public. 

In Romania there are few modern interactive museums
willing to improve the connection with their audience by
improving the methods used in their exhibitions. This situ-
ation is mainly due to the financial state of the cultural sec-
tor in our country. Recently, however, thanks to the
opportunities offered by the European Union with the fund-
ing of several cultural projects, some cultural institutions
bloomed. In the light of these recent trends, “Ion Borcea”
Museum launched the pilot project entitled “DIAMOND –
Links between generations, the active knowledge of the
scientific museum”. Scientific museums should be ready
to develop new connections with all categories of public.
The use of interactive methodologies, digital technology
and projects that make museums “mobile” are the key ac-
tions to develop the scientific museums of the future.
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have to enhance their role and impact on the surrounding
communities. The willingness of the audience to visit scien-
tific museums is directly connected with its standard of liv-
ing, but also with the quality of life as a whole. In the last
years we conducted detailed studies on our public, and we
can gladly say not only that the number of visitors in-
creased, but that our audience is more diverse than several
years ago. The numbers: 23,000 or so visitors that our in-
stitution attracts on a yearly basis is a satisfying figure for
a museum with the dimensions and heritage like ours (but
there is always place for more visitors). The typical audi-
ence for our museum includes pupils, mainly from the local
schools. But in more recent years, and in the years to
come, the categories changed, thanks to the new projects
based on the involvement of the local community. In this
way, we added to our traditional partners the local associ-
ations for retired people, cultural foundations, over 60s
clubs and, with the implementation of the DIAMOND pilot
project, social care centres for elderly people. Being in-
volved in the European project DIAMOND was an opportu-
nity for us to be aware of some social needs that are
usually not taken into account. Our  constant preoccupa-
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DIAMOND - links between
generations, the active 
knowledge of the scientific
Museum
The pilot project was officially launched on July 12, 2013
and implemented until the end of March, 2014. The main
aim of this pilot experience was to implement the DS
method and to make science available to an audience that
is usually excluded from active participation in the city’s
cultural life – elderly people.  In Bacau County and in Roma-
nia, projects targeting elderly people are still quite rare.
Some steps were already made in the right direction, espe-
cially after 2007, when Romania joined the EU. In recent
years, several projects have been implemented, thereby
increasing the number of activities in which elderly people
are involved. The pilot project brought young specialists
from “Ion Borcea” Museum face to face with elderly people
who are part of the welfare system of Bacau County. In
turn, this project was a new opportunity for elderly people
to meet specialists from “Ion Borcea” Museum and new
methods of using technology. The target group was com-
posed by twenty five elderly people from Bacau County.
Our project partners were two organisations working in the
social domain: “The centre of care and assistance for el-
derly people from Răchitoasa, Bacau County” (which is part
of the General department of social assistance and child
care of Bacau County) and the “Constantin Brâncoveanu”
Foundation for Education, Development and Community
Support, Bacau city. The pilot project aimed at promoting
the public understanding of science, scientific communica-
tion and the dissemination of the scientific data, taking into
account the social and cultural differences of contemporary
society.

Objectives
- Facilitating the access to scientific information for the

target group, by implementing new interactive me-
thods.

- Professional training of the selected specialists from “Ion
Borcea” Museum (cultural sector) as well as from the
two partner organisations (social sector) in using DS.

- Development of the “Ion Borcea” Museum’s audience,
by adding to it institutionalised or assisted elderly peo-
ple that usually do not take part in the activities pro-
moted by the museum.

- Implementing the DS methodology within the partner
institutions by offering the opportunity for 12 profes-
sionals to attend the training in DS (8 professionals from
“Ion Borcea” Museum, 2 professionals from “The centre
of care and assistance for elderly people from Răchi-
toasa Bacau County”, and 2 professionals from “Con-
stantin Brâncoveanu” Foundation for Education,
Development and Community Support, Bacau city).

- Promoting a greater appreciation of the role of scientific
museums in mobilising adults and promoting social in-
clusion for disadvantaged groups.  

Expected results
- Professional training of the selected specialists from “Ion

Borcea” Museum (cultural sector) as well as from the
two partner organisations (social sector) in using DS.

- Facilitating the access to scientific information for the
target group.

- Creating 25 digital stories – some of them will be part of
the final video of the DIAMOND project.

- As final product of the DS activities, the 25 digital stories
will be used to disseminate the DIAMOND project, as
well as to promote a greater understanding of the impor-
tant role that scientific museums are playing in socio-
cultural inclusion processes.

Project’s sustainability
In a world that is constantly changing, with a visible pro-
nounced cultural diversity, and in a context of rapidly
evolving digital technologies, social, educational and cul-
tural inclusion gains a central place in the mission of mu-
seums. 
Museums must play a role in promoting cohesive societies,
fighting against any form of discrimination, supporting the



order to bring closer the parts involved. To this end, almost
all the activities were implemented in the environment of
the target group.
Next, we provided them with information about Himalaya
in the multimedia presentation “Himalaya – a mountain, a
legend”; on this occasion we also talked about DS in gen-
eral, and we presented some of our digital stories devel-
oped at the training course we attended in Bucharest.

This made the target group members feel at ease, more
open to new experiences, and more eager to learn about
the Museum and its exhibits.

In the following meetings, the themes presented were
“Carnivorous plants”, “Flora and vegetation from Bacau
County” and “Forest – a priceless diamond of the Planet”.
By using the DS methodology, together we wrote the
scripts, recorded the voices and illustrated them with pic-
tures. Finally, the stories produced were presented and
shared in two sessions, one for each partner organisation.
After the sharing took place, we held two more meetings at
the Museum and at the Rachitoasa Social Center for Elderly
People respectively, in order to implement questionnaires
concerning the degree of satisfaction of project partners
and of the target group (who also had the opportunity to
find out more information concerning medicinal plants and
their flowers). The chronology of the activities was planned
in order to meet the goals of the pilot project. Scientific ac-
tivities were held alternately with meetings devoted to the
implementation of the DS methodology.  Whereas at the
beginning of the project the DS method was received with
reservation, during the implementation of the activities the
target group changed their attitude and opened to our
team, telling us stories about their life and even about fam-
ily life. In order to evaluate the efficiency of the pilot proj-
ect, we used tools designed to provide evidence of the
project’s outcomes in terms of helping the target group to
develop new knowledge and skills.
We developed questionnaires concerning the satisfaction
degree of the staff from pilot project partners and of the
target group. 
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development of intercultural competences, being actively
part of the democracy.
A project is sustainable when it takes into account all these
conditions; the sustainability is given by the fact that:
- The project makes case studies available for museums

and the professional development of specialists (that
can be used in future projects having elderly people as
target group); 

- It enhances the role of the specialists inside the mu-
seum, as well as in partnerships with other institutions;

- It makes models easy to replicate available at local
level;

- It helps these methods become part of the day to day
activity of museums.

Prior to the official launch, our team made several meet-
ings in order to establish the chronology of the pilot project.
The project team was composed of specialists in the cul-
tural and social domains. 
First we planned some visits of the target group to the mu-
seum, so that they could meet the “Ion Borcea” Museum
team in our working environment. After the first visit, they
came back and brought friends and nephews to see a new
exhibition. 

The visits to our museum were followed by visits of the
project team to the environment of the target group. These
visits were meant to promote mutual knowledge and to
help the target group feel at ease in our presence. These
visits helped both parts to promote a new awareness of the
museum’s accessibility for different categories of public.
The first visits were made in order to present to the target
group the travelling exhibition “Hunting trophies”, and the
multimedia presentation “The medicinal plants and their
day to day importance”. For the specialists of our Museum,
it is not a novelty to pack previously selected exhibits and
transport them with the museum’s car. Over the years we
organised several travelling exhibitions in Romanian mu-
seums, but also exhibitions for schools located in Bacau
County.
The activities and their implementation were planned in
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Free... at the Museum. Pilot project of the “Grigore Antipa” National Museum of Natural History, Bucharest

versity, as well as to transmit scientific information in an
accessible manner to the public of all ages and social cat-
egories.
The collections of the “Antipa” Museum of Bucharest in-
clude more than two million specimens, some of which are
very important scientifically and historically, and may be
valued as World Heritage. The permanent exhibition, with

the specimens arranged in dioramas, open or closed show-
cases, unfolds across 4,000 square metres. In the past fif-
teen years, the Museum’s cultural and educational offer
has known a significant development, with programmes
devoted to all categories of visitors, including those with
disabilities and the socially disadvantaged. Thanks to the
quality of the services provided, the team of the Education
Department succeeded in changing the public perception
of the Museum. In fact, until twenty-thirty years ago the
audience from Bucharest and Romania tended to step into
the “Antipa” Museum only for the occasional visit, whereas
more recently it started to attend on a more regular basis
the events and other initiatives which have been gradually
enriching the Museum’s public programme.
Moreover, the opening of the Museum to a young audi-
ence, the programmes through which visitors themselves
are involved in the organisation of exhibitions and events,
but also a number of unconventional projects, have trans-
formed the Museum into the most popular and most visited
institution of this kind in Romania, according to the audi-
ence surveys required by the Ministry of Culture. In the
past ten years, alongside major objectives such as increas-
ing visitors numbers, building audience loyalty and attract-
ing unconventional visitors, the Museum has been
addressing the difficult issue of heritage accessibility for
visitors with special physical needs, for whom social poli-
cies are still doing timid steps. 
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The social impact of
scientific education projects
Since 2003, the Museum has been carrying out special
projects with an important social impact in terms both of
objectives and of target groups; among these were some
projects having as beneficiaries and/or participants visually
impaired children and blind adults, visiting the Museum as
individuals rather than in groups. “The World Seen by Us”
(2003), for example, was addressed to the students of the
amblyopia school in Bucharest; it was the first project of
this kind in Romania, exploring ways to make the heritage
on display more accessible and to convey scientific infor-
mation on biodiversity. 
Currently, the “Antipa” Museum is the first museum in Ro-
mania to have created   a guide to the permanent exhibition
spaces that can be used by people with visual impair-
ments, covering the most important rooms, dioramas and
showcases, and endowed with tactile bas-reliefs, audio aids
and scientific texts printed in Braille. For this reason, the
Museum of Natural History of Bucharest was among the in-
stitutions selected for the Civil Society Gala Award cere-
mony in 2013, acknowledging the work of organisations
promoting change in the perception and attitude of Ruman-
ian society towards people with special needs. 
Thanks to its projects aimed at promoting heritage acces-

sibility, only in the past three years the “Antipa” Museum
has been the beneficiary of funds for special projects ad-
dressed to people with hearing and visual impairments, as
well as to those with motor disabilities, among which we
shall only mention those supported by Orange Romania,
and Orange Romania Foundation. 
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“Free... at the Museum”.
The pilot project
within DIAMOND project
In the light of this experience and the impact of the above-
mentioned projects, the invitation to participate as a part-
ner in DIAMOND was an important opportunity to carry out
a project we have been thinking about for a long time, ded-
icated to individuals deprived of freedom: inmates. By car-
rying out research on previous projects having as target
group prisoners from the “Rahova” Penitentiary Romania,
we found out that most of them were aimed at the profes-
sional training of inmates and the staff working in the pen-
itentiary, whereas none was conceived to promote access
to scientific information in the field of natural history and
museum heritage. 

Although the Museum did not have any “expertise” in
working with inmates before joining the DIAMOND project,
the experience gained through surveys on different audi-
ences who visited the Museum or took part in its pro-
grammes made us believe that the transmission of
knowledge about biology, the ecology of species, or the
Earth’s geological past, would be as exciting for prisoners
as it is for any other audience. But most of all, we relied on
triggering the interest of project participants by opening
the Museum’s “closed doors” and informing them on the
heritage and activities which are usually not accessible to
the occasional visitor. In the pilot experience we developed
in the framework of the DIAMOND project, we aimed at pre-
senting the professional activities which can only be found
in a museum of natural history, such as the preparation
and naturalisation of biological material. Although our pilot
project did not actually envisage the professional training
of inmates in any area of museum work, discussions with
participants and the stories they wrote made us realise
that some of them, upon their release from prison, could
return to the education system in order to study and qualify
as taxidermists, conservators or biologists, and this is one
of the positive impacts generated by this experience. Our
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pilot project was entitled “Free... at the Museum”, and took
place over several stages: research (November 2012 -
March 2013), design, planning and implementation of the
activities (April 2013 - February 2014). 

The specific objectives of the pilot project run by the “An-
tipa” Museum were:

- To open the Museum to individuals deprived of their lib-
erty, by giving them the opportunity to spend their free
time in a cultural institution in Bucharest.

- To promote the access to scientific information in the
field of biodiversity and the heritage on display (but also
the specimens preserved in the museum warehouses)
for people who have either never visited a museum of
zoology, or have visited it a long time ago, in their child-
hood, during a school visit. 

- To help inmates discover the importance of “Antipa” Mu-
seum in Bucharest as an institution preserving an im-
portant part of the Romanian cultural heritage and, in
the case of some exhibits, of the World Heritage.

- To increase access to information on the activities of zo-
ologists, conservators and taxidermists, as professions
that can be embraced by anyone loving natural sci-
ences.

- To promote a perception of the Bucharest Museum of
Natural History as a place for scientific information, but
also for entertainment and leisure. 

The target group consisted of twenty five inmates from
the “Rahova” Maximum Security Penitentiary in Bucharest,
the largest jail in Romania. The selection of participants
was made in collaboration with the prison’s psychologists;
the criteria we adopted required inmates to be in a semi-
detention regime, to be able to read and write, and to have
a good familiarity with computers. All twenty five partici-
pants were men aged between 24 and 57 (the average age
of the group was 35); five of them had a university degree,
or had their university studies interrupted by detention;
nineteen had a higher education degree, and only one
member of the group had secondary education completed. 

The project team included researchers and conservators
from the Museum (10 specialists), as well as psychologists
and educators working for the Penitentiary (3 persons).

The stages of the pilot project
“Free... at the Museum”
The project started in November 2013, when participants
were first guided around permanent exhibition spaces. The
next visit to the “Antipa” Museum was aimed at the obser-
vation of specimens from the collections holding a partic-
ular significance as part of the World Heritage. The visits to
the Museum warehouses were followed by practical
demonstrations and exercises for preparing entomological
material. Another visit was devoted to protected wildlife,
extinct and endangered species in Romania and Europe,
also in this case followed by practical activities in the Mu-
seum’s taxidermy lab, where the twenty five participants
could follow a demonstration on the naturalisation of birds.
The visits followed by “workshop-type” activities lasted be-
tween four and six hours, and were aimed at helping par-
ticipants familiarise not only with the fauna preserved and
displayed in the Museum, but also with specific museum
techniques. A further visit was devoted to the presentation
of the ethnographic collections, where, alongside the ob-
servation of specimens from across the world, inmates
could learn from the specialists guiding them about life in
small or endangered communities such as the Jivaro Indi-
ans, Tamils, Pygmies, Lapps, etc.  

In the last meeting, we listened to the stories written by
each project participant. On this occasion, we also selected
the photos they brought and the ones we took during the
previous stages of the pilot project, setting the script and
illustrating each digital story. The variety of motivations un-
derlying the twenty five stories was a clear evidence of the
positive impact of the project on participants; for most of
them, seeing once again the “Antipa” Museum as adults
was associated with childhood memories, when they first
stepped into the Museum, most of the times on the occa-
sion of school visits. The opportunity not only to visit per-
manent collections, but also to have access to museum
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activities which are generally unknown to the public, such
as research on wildlife or the conservation and naturalisa-
tion of biological specimens, changed the perception of
many project participants, who now look at the “Antipa”
Museum as a living institution, producing culture and sci-
ence, rather than “an exhibition of dead animals”.

The visits to the Museum helped initiate a new type of com-
munication within the target group, and between the group
and their guide: the traditional “scientific monologue” was
at times replaced by dialogues in which participants and
the museum guide alike shared their own experiences as
fishermen, amateur hunters, or animal lovers. This was in-
deed one of the positive surprises of the project, consider-
ing the heterogeneity of the target group’s ages, levels of
education, areas of origin (urban/rural) and social back-
grounds. Quite interestingly, participants with children de-
clared that, upon their release from prison, they would
bring their families to the “Antipa” Museum, in order to
share with them the information which struck them the
most during the visits with experts. 

In order to assess the impact of “Free... at the Museum”,
alongside the twenty five digital stories we analysed the
interviews with participants and a simple questionnaire
they filled in at the end of the project; this led us to con-
clude that their experience at the Museum was generally
viewed as interesting, surprising and highly informative.

Project outputs and outcomes
1) Four visits to the Museum’s permanent collections, de-

voted to the living world fauna, geology, palaeontology
and world ethnography, followed by four workshops on
the preparation of biological material (preparation of in-
sects and a taxidermy demonstration). 

2) The twenty five digital stories written and performed
by project participants, translated and subtitled by the
Museum: out of these, fifteen were dedicated to zoo-
logical specimens; two participants were strongly im-
pressed by the permanent displays, the way in which
the Museum heritage was exhibited, and the innovative

methods to convey information on collections; the
theme of 20% of the digital stories revolved around the
personal experiences of their authors, who were famil-
iar with the “Antipa” Museum since childhood; finally,
one of the project participants chose the pygmies and
their lives for his digital story, showing an interest in
the world ethnographic section.

3) The creation of a mini-diorama at the Penitentiary
headquarters, and its location in the jail’s central hall:
designed by the Museum staff, the diorama was pre-
pared with the active involvement of inmates.

4) The temporary photo exhibition “Free... at the Mu-
seum”, on display in one of the permanent exhibition
spaces at the Museum: accessible to all visitors, this
documentary exhibition showed all the stages of the
pilot project, and was an important opportunity to
present the stories created by inmates to a wider au-
dience, by projecting them on a plasma screen located
at the end of the exhibition.

5) The interviews recorded during the last meeting at the
Museum, where some participants talked about the im-
pact of the project on them: beyond the opportunity to
visit the Museum and to attend special meetings with
researchers, conservators and the taxidermist, the tar-
get group enjoyed taking part in a cultural activity, and
saw the whole Museum experience as a chance to un-
derstand the way in which species and their habitats
are preserved. The spontaneous relationship estab-
lished between inmates and the project team, never
judgemental or simplistic, gave participants the feeling
of a real engagement, like any other Museum visitor.

Last but not least, we should mention the social impact of
the project. The opportunity for inmates to  familiarise with
the “Antipa” Museum and its collections was aimed at re-
ducing the feeling of social exclusion of project participants
not only during detention, but also upon their release from
prison, when most of them are looked at with distrust or
even rejected by Romanian society. Through this project,
the differences between inmates and regular visitors in the
knowledge and understanding of some biological, ecologi-
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cal and environmental issues were reduced, although, in
most cases, the activities of research, preparation and
preservation of specimens are inaccessible to the casual
visitor: in other words, participants in the pilot project were
given a considerable cultural advantage compared with all
other visitors. The awareness of the value and importance

“Finally, I would like to thank all the peo-
ple who welcomed us and explained us,
in great detail, everything about the ‘An-
tipa’ Museum, with great warmth and
love for the people and environment, as
I did not think I would ever meet”.

C.T.S., 27 years old

of this experience was witnessed by the requests made   by
the relatives of three participants who were to appear be-
fore the parole board to reduce their sentence, document-
ing not only their participation in the pilot project “Free... at
the Museum”, but also the activities in which they were in-
volved in detail. 
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From a classic Museum to a Museum for all. Pilot project of the Natural Sciences Museum, Valencia

tological collections. At the old Paleontological Museum,
there was also a grand collection of seashells from around
the world, assembled by Eduardo Roselló Bru. In the current
museum, in addition to these historic collections, there are
also others of great importance, comprising fossils (many of
them Valencian) which are representative of all the geologi-
cal eras covered by the study of European fossil sites. How-
ever, the museum’s exhibition goes beyond paleontological
collections. There is also a section devoted to the more em-
blematic green areas in the Valencian municipality, such as
the Devesa del Saler and the Albufera, and another section
devoted to Science and Technology, which illustrates how the
advancement in science is usually linked to technological
progress. Nowadays, public institutions are aware that the
policies of a city’s museum are an accurate reflection of the

local community’s cultural richness. The Natural Sciences
Museum, an instrument of lifelong education, was conceived
as an essential part of Valencian citizens’ present cultural en-
vironment, and that of future generations.

In short, the final aim of the Natural Sciences Museum is to
bring science to society, and establish an effective forum for
dialogue and debate between cutting-edge research and cit-
izens, effectively bringing scientific knowledge to the users of
the Museum´s facilities, since only from the perspective of
that knowledge can one appraise the inherent value of the
magnificent heritage held within museums. In this way, the
citizen plays an active part in this knowledge, and will be-
come our greatest asset towards the conservation of our nat-
ural and scientific heritage.
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and only the more visually attractive and appropriate ones
chosen. Most of the specimens have been put into context
by means of graphic re-creations of past environments. In
this way, the visitor may get a general idea of what the life
of those animals was like millions of years ago. As a com-
plement, software also allows us a vast range of possibili-
ties for the exploitation of pedagogical resources of the
Museum, including interactive material to be handled by
the audience. This enables a recreational approach to sim-
ple or complex concepts that visitors were unfamiliar with,
and grants them access to a previously unknown scientific
world. Our Museum is accessible to all, and has become a
true site for meeting and integration of every social group,
where visitors can feel at ease and enjoy its services and
facilities.

The social role
of the Museum: 
museums for everyone 

The current definition of “museum” sees it as an institution
clearly devoted to public service. Following this line of
thought, we also believe the very contents of the museum
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Exhibition development
and communication
strategies: the social impact
of the Museum
The overall discourse in the Museum’s exhibition spaces
has attempted to create a space for the dissemination of
science so that it is perceived as comprehensible and at-
tractive by all visitors. During the tour, visitors may find
out how every process in nature – even the most complex
ones, ranging from fossilisation to the way in which an
ecosystem functions – is explicable by means of the sev-
eral interpretation and communication strategies imple-
mented. One of the main incentives to visiting the Museum
is the opportunity to touch fascinating specimens which
are normally viewed behind the glass of a showcase. We
have all heard about dinosaurs, but being able to touch a
real bone of one of these extinct animals is a unique and
unforgettable experience. 
The methodology applied to enhance the exhibition’s in-
structive nature comprises an appropriate and simple use
of language in supporting texts. The Museum’s educational
effectiveness is also based on the visual impact of the
specimens on display, which have been carefully selected,
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must promote communication, education and social inte-
gration. The museum is a centre of non-academic educa-
tion, an institution endowed with an educational project.
The communication strategies and channels employed
must be appropriate in order for the museum’s discourse
to get through to its many different audiences, regardless
of their physical, cognitive, social or cultural conditions
and/or idiosyncrasies. In short, museums must aspire to be
an effective relay of the knowledge developed by research
institutions – universities, laboratories and research cen-
tres – in order for it to reach citizens (and tax payers), so
that they may benefit from it in the form of cultural leisure
opportunities.
However, there often are factors and non-remediable cir-
cumstances preventing citizens’ access to museums.
Sometimes, it is the physical distance from their places of
residence that keeps them from accessing the cultural fa-
cilities of the city; on other occasions, it is their own phys-
ical, legal or socio-cultural limitations. Our Museum has
recently developed an ambitious and pioneering outreach
programme that has been carried out successfully in pen-
itentiaries, hospitals, geriatric residences, and special-
needs education centres.

The inclusive museum: 
access development 
initiatives prior to the 
DIAMOND project at the
Natural Sciences Museum
of Valencia
On the occasion of the European Year of people with dis-
abilities, from November 2003 to June 2004, the pro-
gramme “Ven a disfrutar con la Ciencia” was developed at
the Natural Sciences Museum of Valencia. It consisted in a
series of guided tours and activities specifically designed
for the mentally and physically disabled. The initiative was

sponsored by the Obra Social de la Caja de Ahorros del
Mediterráneo and the ONCE Foundation. It was the first
time a complete museological programme had been de-
signed for individuals with a variety of physical and mental
limitations, and was presented at the “Jornadas de Ciencia
y Tecnología al servicio de personas con discapacidad”, or-
ganised by IVADIS and the Príncipe Felipe Science Museum
(Belinchón, 2004).
In the light of this experience, we realised the need to bring
the contents of the Museum to certain groups of citizens
who do not often visit our premises, adjusting them to the
true needs of society, offering appropriate services to all
citizens, and placing a special emphasis on those services
targeted to users with a particular disability. We were com-
mitted to removing any type of architectural, cultural and
also ideological obstacle that could interfere with the Mu-
seum’s role as a cultural relay for all citizens. If potential
visitors cannot go to the Museum, then the Museum
reaches out to its community.  The creation and use of di-
dactic suitcases allowed us to take a representative sample
of the Museum’s collections to any group unable to visit
our premises.
The first of these initiatives was carried out at the “Picas-
sent” Penitentiary in 2006 and 2007, during a programme
involving over ninety inmates. In the light of the very sat-
isfying results of these sessions, the travelling suitcases
activities of the Natural Sciences Museum have been taken
to several different healthcare and day-care centres, such
as:
2008-2010: Outpatient medicine department at the Hos-
pital “Padre Jofré”, Psychiatric Unit, with patients of varied
aetiology.
2009: Province Hospital “La Magdalena” in Castellón, with
elderly and disabled patients as a result of traumatic in-
jury.
2010: Psychiatric Unit at the “Fuente de San Luís” Health
Centre, Consellería de Sanidad, Comunidad Valenciana. 
2010-2011: “Isabel de Villena”, “Juan de Garay” and
“Gravador Planes” employment centres, with individuals
suffering from a range of physical or mental disabilities.
2012: Hospital Clínico Universitario de Valencia, Education
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Unit, with children diagnosed with long-term disease. 
2013: Paediatric Haemodialysis Unit at the Hospital Uni-
versitario “La Fe” de Valencia.
2013: Paediatric Cancer Treatment Unit at the Hospital
Universitario “La Fe” de Valencia.

Through the didactic suitcases, we hope to stir the interest
of their users in the cultural heritage and to bring knowl-
edge closer to every citizen, regardless of how far away
they live, their available resources or any other sort of im-
pediment. With the activities described so far, we aim to
make our Museum truly accessible to all its would-be visi-
tors, by bringing a sample of the collections to every insti-
tution requiring the presence of the Museum.

Dialoguing Museums for 
a New Cultural Democracy
Choice of the target group
After considering several courses of action with a range of
target groups, we decided to focus on the elderly. 

A lot of thought went into this choice. Firstly, this is a group
of people we had not focused on specifically at the Mu-
seum before. We also took into account the proximity of
the Museum to several care centres for the elderly, and we
were interested in encouraging this group to visit the Mu-
seum frequently. Furthermore, the Museum is completely
obstacle-free for people with physical disabilities – a com-
mon feature in this age group – and provides many resting
areas throughout the tour. We also thought this target
group would be very receptive of the discourse and con-
tents of the Museum, and we considered it important for
these people to recover life-long memories as a valuable
part of our intangible heritage, which is worthy of preser-
vation and is even accounted for in the laws of today.
The pilot project’s participants came from two specific eld-
erly day-care centres belonging to the “Fortuny-Albors”

Foundation. Although all of them took part in the didactic
suitcase activities at the day-care centres and visited the
Museum, only some of them, selected according to their
personal and cognitive traits, produced digital stories.

The didactic suitcases of the Natural Sciences Mu-
seum: communication strategies
One of the more daunting challenges we had to face during
the creation of the didactic suitcases was to select the ma-
terials project participants were to handle. Our choice was
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guided by the following criteria:
- Specimens should be original if possible, and represen-

tative of the ideas we wished to illustrate.
- They should be striking.
- They should not be irreplaceable.
- They should not be overly valuable as far as  heritage

is concerned.
In the case of some of these items being too valuable or ir-
replaceable, we relied on identical replicas specifically cre-
ated to this end.
The specimens handled and observed by users almost al-
ways stimulate interactive processes as described by Jorge
Wagensberg:
1) Manual interaction or tempting emotion (Hands-On)
2) Mental interaction or intelligible emotion (Minds-On)
3) Cultural interaction or cultural emotion (Hearts-On).

At the moment there are a total of five didactic suitcases
that constitute a small “travelling delegation” for the Mu-
seum:
The invisible world: the unit consists of microscope-pre-
pared slides to observe and study, with a stereoscopic mi-
croscope (dissecting microscope), living creatures or parts
of them that are not perceivable to the naked eye. The suit-
case is equipped with an array of eight stereoscopic micro-
scopes and several slides which users can explore at will

with the aid of screens. We present specimens as spectac-
ular to see as the sucking mouthparts of a mosquito and
other more exotic and striking slides, such as those show-
ing detail of a bat’s dentition, a 25-million-year-old mos-
quito trapped in amber, a piece of a dinosaur egg or the
feather of a bird, all of these being rather stunning and il-
lustrating the concept we wish to convey: “there is a whole
world invisible to our eyes”.
Munching (in Valencian, A mos redó): this unit illustrates
the structure and types of  vertebrate dentition and the dif-
ferent mechanisms of mastication. We encourage the ob-
servation of the anatomy of several different craniums of
animals in order to comprehend that stereoscopic sight de-
pends on the position of the eye orbits and its relation with
the animal’s diet. We also display the dentition of several
groups of vertebrates, the process of mastication in hu-
mans, and the comparison between human dentition and
that of other mammals.
Recollections of the Earth: consists of a comprehensive
presentation of real fossils which explains fossilisation
processes and the different types of fossils, linking them
to an illustration that re-creates several ecosystems of the
remote past. Users are free to touch and handle fossils
such as the 75-million-year-old dinosaur bones from a Va-
lencian fossil site, a 17-million-year-old rhinoceros’ tooth
from an excavation site in Buñol, a 250-million-year-old



tres, we try to avoid traditional memory-oriented ap-
proaches to teaching that would make the experience com-
plex and unattractive: to this end, we need to combine the
intrinsic allure of collections with a methodology that fully
exploits the chance of touching and observing authentic
specimens, fostering a feeling of respect and admiration.
The foundations for this teaching process are based on the
following features:
a) The collections convey concise and observable infor-

mation, functioning as a starting point for comprehen-
sion.

b) The Museum considers itself a “space devoted to dis-
covery learning”.

c) The past experiences and specific traits of project par-
ticipants represent the fundamental starting point from
which to accomplish the established goals.

d) Learning must be active and based on cooperation.
In order to achieve this, the proposed educational strategy
is based on a wide range of materials and resources to sat-
isfy the interests, attitudes and needs of each individual,
taking diversity as a key aspect.

Visiting the Natural Sciences Museum
Project participants who visited the Museum had a back-
ground knowledge of the collections and what they would
find within, since they had taken part in the activities with
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marine trilobite or an Ammonite specimen, a 75-million-
year-old sea creature taken from Teruel. These specimens
illustrate the idea of changing ecosystems on Earth
throughout time; their antiquity and richness enhance the
allure of this activity.
Birds in the city: by means of audiovisual aids and several
specimens (feathers, eggs, nests, craniums….), the variety
of common birds in our urban surroundings and nearby
rural environment is demonstrated. This activity highlights
the appearance, songs and habitat of the most common
birds in Valencia such as starlings, pigeons, sparrows,
greenfinches, goldfinches or swallows.  
House on your shoulders: the unit presents the variety of
molluscs that have colonised virtually every terrestrial and
aquatic environment. Their morphology is very diverse,
since they may or may not have a shell, like slugs, have
wound shells, like common snails, or have two valves, like
mussels. They are either an economic resource (nacre,
pearls, dyes, gastronomy…) or a pest.
We have created several large and easily-transportable
trunks to hold the didactic suitcases (which are really old
luggage trunks, recycled and adapted for this purpose).
The five teaching units we have just described are repre-
sentative of the contents of the Museum, and perfectly
suitable for use by groups of people under the supervision
of Museum staff. During the activities at the day-care cen-
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the travelling suitcases at the day-care centres. At the Mu-
seum, they had the opportunity to observe the material
they had previously handled in the context of their respec-
tive exhibition areas. They could also observe and touch
original specimens they had been unable to see in previous
activities. The success of the trip was mainly due to the
fact that the Museum was perfectly accessible to physically
disabled people, and with plentiful resting areas along the
tour. The visit to the Museum was so successful that sev-
eral participants came back a second time with their fam-
ilies. Many of the partner day-care centres’ residents linked
the themes of the exhibition areas to recollections of their
youth, creating some interesting synergies when producing
their digital stories.

Digital stories
Prior to the activities with the travelling suitcases and the
trip to the Museum, we had laid down the foundations for
the production of digital stories with the professionals re-
sponsible for cultural activities in each partner institution
(psychologists, educators and social workers).
The most remarkable feature of project participants – eld-
erly people without access to the latest information and
communication technologies – was their readiness to es-
tablish connections between present and past living expe-
riences (cooking recipes, anecdotes from rural areas, trips
to the old palaeontology museum compared with today’s
museum…). These cognitive and reminiscence processes
allowed us to identify the underlying trend of the stories:
“The Museum tells me” and “I tell the Museum”. A total of
twenty five digital stories were produced, all of them fol-
lowing this same structure; and yet, these stories were sur-
prisingly varied and rich, and may well become the
foundations of an archive of oral heritage and historical
memory of the visitors of the Museum, as well as an im-
portant part of our intangible heritage.

We followed several strategies for the production of the
stories to reflect the diversity in cognitive capabilities of
our target group. Fifteen participants were perfectly able
to personally plan and narrate their story, although they

required the assistance of museum staff for the process of
digital editing, while another group had serious oral expres-
sion and memory difficulties, resulting in them dictating
their recollections, while Museum staff transcribed them
and carried out video-editing tasks. Surprisingly, both
groups showed remarkable coherence and a rich diversity
in the end-product.

Results and discussion
The pilot project promoted the social integration and inclu-
sion of participants, who are often unable to take part in
any sort of organised social activity due to their old age
and health conditions. Furthermore, we managed to rouse
their interest in the activities of the Museum, so that they
now regard it as a means of cultural leisure and a way to
actively take part in the socio-cultural dynamics of the city.
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ucation was a means to hinder the negative perception of
old age, and positively contributed to the elderly feeling
an active part of society, while at the same time preserving
their precious experiences so that they may serve as role
models for future generations.

A synergy between their recollections and the cultural her-
itage held in museums has also been established. By
means of this project and its continuity over time, we have
achieved the following:
- To avert social isolation and passiveness.
- To foster autonomy, and therefore self-esteem, in the

elderly.
- To enhance interpersonal relationships.
- To offer activities that stimulate different cognitive

areas, motivating participants to feel active and useful,
and favouring the conservation of their physical, intel-
lectual and expressive capabilities.

- To foster personal enrichment through channels the el-
derly can use to share their recollections and pass on
their customs and traditions.

- To make the aged feel relevant by highlighting  the im-
portance of preserving their memories as a part of our
intangible heritage, so that it may be acknowledged
and enjoyed by present and future generations.

We would also like to emphasise the highly positive impact
of the project on participants – including those elderly with
mild or moderate cognitive impairments or a high level of
dependency – as well as its contribution towards slowing
down cognitive deterioration and preserving or improving
those skills necessary in order to successfully deal with
everyday basic activities.
The activities also allowed the residents’ families of both
partner institutions to take part in their daily routine, en-
hancing communication between generations and promot-
ing positive attitudes towards the elderly, who have shown
great interest and satisfaction in the process.
Lastly, we must also point out that enhancing personal de-
velopment in project participants through culture and ed-
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evaluation as if visitors were an undifferentiated entity.
As shown by several studies, there is an obvious differ-
ence in visiting patterns, interests, behaviours and
“roles” (Kelly, 2007). Visitor experience is highly indi-
vidual, also in terms of learning styles (Kolb & Kolb,
2005); it depends on the cultural inclinations, pre-ex-
isting knowledge and motivation of each person; fi-
nally, for the visitor it is extremely important to
actively create something new and meaningful, which
does not necessarily correspond with the objectives
and expectations of curators, or with the acquisition of
competencies and skills. Therefore, it is not easy to de-
termine what to evaluate, and according to which pa-
rameters. Until recently, learning was the most
frequently adopted criterion for evaluation; however,
the information based on this parameter can be unre-
liable or insufficient to understand the impact of a mu-
seum visit, because learning may not be among a
visitor’s goals, or may become apparent at a later
stage; furthermore, an exclusive focus on this specific
aspect may lead to overlook other potential outcomes,
whether expected or unexpected. Finally, in the mu-
seum sector there are no professions specialised in
evaluation; this requires methodological as well as dis-
ciplinary know-how which is not part of the traditional
training and cultural background of curators, re-
searchers or administrative staff. All of these problems
have hindered museums from using evaluation as an
ordinary practice and from developing an expertise in
this field; this is why evaluation, despite its huge po-
tential as a tool for self-reflection in museums, still rep-
resents a major issue for contemporary museology. 
Evaluation issues increase in parallel with the wider so-
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cial role of museums today. Twenty-first century mu-
seums, in fact, are going through a major transforma-
tion in terms of goals, cultural approaches1 and
responsibilities, which imply changes at a cultural, pro-
fessional and management level; museum policies are
shifting from an institutional role based on collections
(conservation, research, communication – the PRC
model of the Reinwardt Academie) to new, more visi-
tor- and community-oriented social roles. Contempo-
rary museums are increasingly becoming agents of
social change, addressing audiences with different
ages, educational attainment levels and cultural back-
grounds2. Socio-cultural inclusion is increasingly being
included in the museum’s institutional goals (and this
leads us back to the DIAMOND project); the emphasis
is on developing programmes and activities aimed not
only at attracting under-represented audiences with a
view to increasing their education, but also – and more
ambitiously – at improving the quality of life of individ-
uals and communities and at reducing the risk of social
and cultural exclusion. The question, then, is: how and
with which tools can the socio-cultural effectiveness of
a museum be assessed? Many museums (scientific
museums included) have embraced social goals of
great consequence in their mission statements; these
are ultimately connected with a sustainability project,
and therefore with cultural policies which are aimed at
promoting a new awareness of the environment as
well as the development of more democratic, sympa-
thetic, open, peaceful and diverse societies. Some in-
teresting efforts have been made to evaluate the
effectiveness of museum activities from the point of
view of individual and communal sustainability (e.g.

1. See for example the LEM Report n. 7: New trends in the 21st century museums, August 2013, http://www.lemproject.eu/WORKING-GROUPS/museums-
in-the-21st-century-1/7th-report-new-trends-in-museums-of-the-21st-century; Department of Culture, Media and Sport, Understanding the Future Museums
and 21st Century Life - A summary of Responses:
http://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/+/http:/www.culture.gov.uk/images/publications/understanding_the_future_responses.pdf  American Association
of Museums, TrendsWatch 2012. Museums and the Pulse of the Future.
http://www.aam-us.org/docs/center-for-the-future-of-museums/2012_trends_watch_final.pdf?sfvrsn=0.

2. The Convention on the Value of Cultural Heritage for Society (Council of Europe Framework; Faro, 27/X/2005) calls for an ethical use of the cultural
heritage, for the benefit of society as a whole, its quality of life, social cohesion, the valorisation of cultural diversities and intercultural dialogue.
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CAF - Critical Assessment Framework of the Canadian
Association Museums, Worts 2006); however, these
experiments are quite rare, and the potential of eval-
uation practices with such complex objectives still re-
mains largely unexplored. Also in the case of
DIAMOND, evaluation was a challenge not only in
terms of the methodological problems described ear-
lier on, but also because of the difficulties typically
arising when treading on such uncharted ground as
the cultural inclusion of “unusual” audiences in a mu-
seum context. This implied the experimentation of
evaluation systems which would allow to identify the
cultural and social impact of museum experiences and
DS on lifelong learning and participants’ skills, as well
as to detect changes in personal attitudes.

Evaluation indicators 
for the DIAMOND project

In the scientific museums world, evaluation has so far
been mainly focused on visitor studies; in the past
sixty years or so, hundreds of such studies were car-
ried out3. In a number of scientific museums across
the world, evaluation has become a well-established
practice, also through the setting up of permanent
observatories; the open access publication of re-
search in progress4 on evaluation by the Natural His-
tory Museum of London is an excellent example of
thoughtfulness on the efficacy of the institution’s cul-
tural mission. These studies provide valuable infor-
mation on visitors, their expectations, interests,
degree of satisfaction, and have informed audience
development policies. On the other hand, research on
the impact of museum experiences on different as-
pects of the visitor’s personality is still relatively un-
common due to the complexity of establishing
criteria, parameters and indicators for evaluation;
moreover, the little studies available focus on “regu-
lar” museum-goers, rather than on marginalised or
disadvantaged citizens, who do not visit museums
and often do not even have socially “inherited” rep-
resentations of them. In DIAMOND’s case, new visit-
ing patterns (whose outcomes were rather
unpredictable, so much so that the activities carried
out were considered pilot projects) were experi-
mented with new audiences. No information was
available on the target groups’ cultural attitudes, lan-
guage literacy, interests etc. (in fact, it turned out
that most participants did not know scientific muse-
ums or other typologies of museums), let alone “tai-

3. The seminal work by Lynn & Dierking, Serrell, Miles, Tout, Hood, Borun, Miller, Kropf, Lakota, Griggs, McManus (to name but a few from the Anglo-Saxon
literature) belongs to the history of museum evaluation. Francophone studies were also crucial (for example Davallon, Schiele, Le Marec) because of their
emphasis on  a socio-cultural rather than marketing-oriented notion of visitor studies.

4. Visitor research and evaluation: Methods, Exhibition evaluation; Learning programme evaluation.
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lor-made” evaluation systems. The projects carried
out in DIAMOND’s framework, therefore, may be con-
sidered as pilot experiences both in terms of the cho-
sen activities and methodology (DS), and of the
evaluation strategies employed. The Museum of Zo-
ology of the City of Rome was entrusted with research
on these issues because of its staff’s prior experience
in experimental evaluation and education practices5;
in fact, the processes employed were informed by
successful models previously tested by the Museum,
and the outcomes and considerations that follow are
the result of evaluations carried out predominantly
for and on the Museum of Zoology’s pilot project. In
order to reflect the complexity of the project goals,
and to identify both expected and unexpected out-
comes, the working group adopted evaluation criteria
and tools of a qualitative-interpretive nature, capable
of revealing the knowledge systems, opinions and
spontaneous perceptions of participants in terms not
only of the digital stories produced, but of the expe-
rience as a whole.

The evaluation criteria adopted for DIAMOND are the
following:
a) The museum impact is highly personal, and every

individual perceives it as a unique experience; as
a matter of fact, participants involved in the proj-
ect could have perceived it in a completely origi-
nal and unpredictable way; for this reason, it was
deemed appropriate not only to offer participants
a range of opportunities for self-expression (digital
stories, texts, drawings, pictures, artistic products,
videos etc.), but also to adopt non-standardised
data collection systems, so as to increase the
chances to detect different individual reactions.

b) Museum activities can have an impact on compe-
tencies and skills, but also on many other aspects
of a visitor’s personality traits, such as creativity,

interest, inspiration, values, motivations, as well
on emotional, aesthetic, linguistic intelligence
etc.; as project participants had different cultural
(and spiritual) backgrounds and educational at-
tainment levels, it was very difficult to foretell the
impact of pilot projects and of the Museum on
these aspects; therefore, it was deemed appropri-
ate to use data collection and evaluation systems
which would allow to detect potential effects on as
wide a range of mental, emotional, sensory and
behavioural faculties as possible.

c) Drawing inspiration from constructivist psychol-
ogy, the value of cultural experiences was associ-
ated not only with outcomes or products, but also
with processes; in the case of DIAMOND partici-
pants, it was difficult to predict the outcomes in
terms of the digital stories produced, but it was in-
teresting to evaluate how and to what extent par-
ticipants were involved in preparatory and
museum activities both from an individual cogni-
tive/emotional point of view, and in a social inter-
action perspective; therefore, behaviours of
participants were also observed and evaluated.

d) Always with reference to constructivist psychol-
ogy, cultural/educational activities were under-
stood as capable of promoting new approaches,
ideas and solutions, rather than simply aiming at
a good performance. In phenomenographic re-
search on learning processes, changes are meas-
ured in terms of vision, approach or the ability to
experiment a phenomenon in a different way.
Such changes should be complemented by an
awareness of the differences and variations of per-
spective. In DIAMOND’s case, changes triggered
by the museum experience which could be either
detected by the museum staff or perceived by
participants themselves in terms of knowledge, in-
terests, attitudes, values, behaviours and/or other

5. See Background Research May 2013, www.diamondmuseums.eu/download/DIAMOND_Background_research.pdf.
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personality traits, were adopted as parameters for
evaluation.

In line with these criteria, questionnaires with open
ended questions, interviews, focus groups, brain-
storming, conversations between participants and/or
with museum staff were used and analysed. All the
meetings and evaluation activities carried out were
documented, and all the materials produced along-
side digital stories (texts, videos, drawings, dioramas
etc.) were considered as project records and as-
sessed. At every meeting, at least one researcher
recorded information and observed participants’ be-
haviours. During and after museum activities, partic-
ipants were asked to fill in a questionnaire or were
interviewed on what they remembered or liked best,
and why; what was most interesting or enjoyable;
changes in ways of thinking, attitudes, interests; par-
ticular emotions felt in response to the museum ex-
perience. This sort of enquiry allowed evaluators to
identify strengths and weaknesses, while at the same
time helping participants become aware of their men-
tal and emotional processes and changes in person-
ality traits.
As for impact/change indicators, the Museum of Zool-
ogy used the Generic Learning Outcomes-GLOs (MLA,
2008) and the Generic Social Outcomes-GSOs (MLA,
2008), with which it was already familiar. These crite-
ria are similar to the model proposed by the National
Science Foundation (NSF) Informal Science Education
(Friedmann, 2008), comprising qualitative and inter-
pretive, as well as quantitative, categories: aware-
ness, knowledge and understanding, engagement
and interest, attitudes, behaviours, skills and “other”.
GLOs recommends further indicators within the five
main categories, “Knowledge and understanding,

Skills; Activity behaviour progression; Enjoyment in-
spiration creativity; Attitudes and values”, thereby at-
taining a highly sophisticated level of enquiry and
data collection. The key principle underpinning GLOs
is to gather information on what visitors assert/think
they have learned, experienced, changed through the
museum experience. The new approaches to evalua-
tion recognise the social value of the museum as an
intrinsic and instrumental “cultural” contribution, for
example towards the promotion of knowledge, atti-
tudes, inspiration, creativity and empowerment of in-
dividuals and communities, but also social cohesion,
active citizenship, health and well-being, equality and
justice, integration of marginalised citizens. GSOs as-
sess knowledge and lifelong learning as values con-
nected with citizenship and social inclusion, and
recommend three main guidelines (Stronger and
Safer Communities, Strengthening Public Life, Health
& Well-Being), comprising fourteen indicators to
measure the efficacy of museum activities.
These criteria and strategies were applied to the eval-
uation both of digital stories and of the other experi-
ences and processes or products of DIAMOND
participants.

Changes
Evaluation carried out on the texts of digital stories,
questionnaires and conversations of groups of partic-
ipants revealed an increase in knowledge, interest,
curiosity, motivation, enjoyment, participation and
personal engagement, development of skills,
changes in ideas, attitudes and values, also con-
firmed by the observation of behaviours, the devel-
opment of products and the organisations of events,
new visits, etc.
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Informed increase and review of knowledge: I learned about insects...; I didn’t know that...
now I know...; before the project I knew about dogs because I have one, now I know about many
animals...; I learned the name of animals and plants; I didn’t know how animals breed; I didn’t

know about the metamorphosis of butterflies; I thought I knew everything
about animals... now I realise I didn’t know anything; I learned a lot about
the colour of animals, mimicry in particular; I found out that male birds are
more colourful than females; I learned that monkey leaders are colourful
as a mark of recognition, to scare others...; increase in interest: every-
thing was interesting; I was excited by insects; I was particularly inter-
ested in bats; in insects...; I would like to learn more about snakes; to
learn about more animals; changes in attitudes: once I was afraid of
spiders, now I am very intrigued by them, they have a beautiful body; I
used to think caterpillars are disgusting, now I am no longer afraid of
those long worms...; the animal world is more fascinating than I thought;
increase in skills: I was able to assemble and disassemble a microscope
and to observe microscopic animals; I was able to classify insects...; I pre-
pared and painted plaster casts, and understood how a diorama is cre-

ated; I learned how to classify leaves; I learned how to draw fish; change in attitudes and values
towards living beings: I realised that we should have more respect for animals .. and I think I love
them; I think I enjoy nature more than I used to; I realised that sometimes we are cruel with ani-
mals; enjoyment and participation: it was fun; it was so beautiful... it was so enjoyable; I enjoy
very much what we are doing together...; time flies...; I am glad I learned more about insects; we
had so many wonderful experiences...; I am glad I have learned how animals defend themselves;
I enjoy very much the lectures of the Museum of Zoology; I liked butterflies because they are beau-
tiful and colourful, and I was very excited; I felt relieved and self-fulfilled; I felt at ease and happy...;
seeing animals made me feel well; I put my heart into it.
Many of these changes were complemented by an increase in self-esteem and sense of iden-
tity: I thought I was not able to... whereas...; now I can guide my friends; I want to take my
nephews to the Museum and explain them everything... I am so proud of what I have done... I
would like to show storytelling to all my relatives...

Here are some examples
drawn from conversa-
tions or questionnaires
filled in by young in-
mates, revealing differ-
ent impacts of the
museum experience in
line with the GLO and
GSO models.

Alongside digital stories, the number and high quality
of the pictures, videos, drawings, literary texts, paint-
ings etc. produced by participants during and after
the museum experience were very important for the
evaluation process, because they showed an in-
crease not only in knowledge, but also in attention

and/or change in mental representations towards an-
imals; also through these products, it was possible to
confirm increased levels of curiosity and inspiration
in most participants, including those experiencing
difficulties with expression and/or linguistic or behav-
ioural problems. 
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The aesthetic approach to the Museum was predom-
inant and pervasive in most participants (individuals
with hearing impairments included) throughout the
project; the analysis of texts and interviews shows
that some of the key words most frequently used
with reference to both animals and displays were
“beautiful, wonderful” and also “magnificent, aston-
ishing” (e.g. elderly people). This emphasis on
beauty undoubtedly encouraged the personal ex-
pression of emotions and knowledge in digital stories
as well as in drawings and other artistic or poetic
works. All products show personal involvement, en-
gagement and participation , also confirmed by the
direct observation of participants’ behaviours during
museum activities by at least one member of the
project team, as well as by the several pictures taken
as part of documentation. All participants gave a pos-
itive feedback on the experience, as the comments
of participants in other partner museums’ activities
also demonstrate. Many excerpts from digital stories,
texts and comments show a sense of gratitude,
whether explicit or not.

Following the GSO model, it was also possible to
evaluate the project from the point of view of its so-
cial impact. The DIAMOND experience represented
an opportunity for all participants in terms of social
interaction, social and cultural exchange, valorisation
of different knowledge systems and cultural back-
grounds, mutual recognition and appreciation; all
digital stories, texts, conversations, pictures and
videos provide evidence of friendly, confident and
constructive relationships, and include explicit refer-
ence to the pleasure of having met and worked to-
gether. Some youths (but also elderly people) took
on an important role, both by reporting on museum
activities and sharing their experience with their re-
spective communities/groups, and by organising mu-
seum visits for other people; they enjoyed this
experience, as some comments clearly show (e.g.
the thing I liked most was to tell others...). Many par-
ticipants, both young and old, enjoyed the visits and
exchanges at the Museum as joyful experiences, and
expressed this feeling in their stories, questionnaires
or interviews.
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1. Quality of the programme and activities
We thought the quality of the programme and activ-
ities was excellent and in line with our curriculum;
the activities, far from hindering our work, inspired,

supported and comple-
mented it. 
2. Strengths
and weaknesses
Strengths: the great com-
munication skills and atten-
tion to detail you have
shown: to start from the
knowledge/experience of
youths, and then take de-
bate to a more general
level. The practical and ex-
periential engagement, the
use of tools participants had
never seen (e.g. micro-
scope). The use of a simple
language to convey techni-
cal terms and complex no-
tions. The ability to change
subject when you perceived
a decrease in concentration.
3. Impact on youths

The impact was positive in all respects, the way lec-
tures were organised and managed made all partici-
pants, whether “passive” or “active”, feel like
“leading actors”. You managed to appeal to their cu-
riosity, thereby motivating them to approach subjects
with which most of them were unfamiliar. Over time,
it became clear they had understood the concepts,
but most of all used their new “discoveries” as a tool
to “escape” from the reality in which they live to turn
themselves into “storytellers” (all the stories about
the stick insect), rappers (the songs about insects),
artists and scientist (recreation of a habitat), etc.

4. Outcomes following the project
They will definitely look at nature with different eyes,
but above all we hope they have learned to treat an-
imals with kindness...
5. The activities most appreciated by youths
The direct knowledge of animals, the opportunity to
touch them, look at them, stroke them. The use of
microscope. Activities implying manual skills.
6. The activities most appreciated by teachers
The use of natural materials to develop the students’
creativity and imagination. Digital Storytelling. 
Several young inmates had never played with ani-
mals, and often the only context in which they came
in touch with them was on the occasion of clandes-
tine animal fights; some of them had “exotic” ani-
mals such as snakes, obviously not for love of the
animal world, but as a status symbol to emphasise
their “power”, their supremacy over nature. To look
at reality in a different way, to acquire a scientific
knowledge, helped them develop a new point of view,
it opened a new world for them, made of tenderness,
of respect for the other.

For a “multilateral”
and less self-referential
evaluation of the pro-
ject’s impact, some CTP
teachers (Centres for
adult education and
training) and educators
at the juvenile prison
were asked to assess
the experience. Their
feedback was unani-
mously positive; in par-
ticular, these are some
excerpts from the eval-
uation of teachers at
the “Casal del Marmo”
juvenile prison:
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The added values
All in all, DIAMOND had a positive impact also on the
museum staff, who expressed their satisfaction and
fulfilment not so much because of the working op-
portunity the project offered, as for the chance of

professional growth and its experiential value. Focus
groups for self-evaluation and reflection on the activ-
ities and products were held with the working group
throughout the project. These are, for example, some
comments of the Museum consultants involved: 

“Looking back at the DIAMOND project, I feel like I walked a hundred miles, crossed several mountains, but also achieved
significant goals. The initial phase of the project in particular was rather troubled: “Where do we start from? Who do we
involve? How?”. Although our previous experience in this field was helpful, there was a new path yet to discover. I re-
member several meetings with my colleagues, all very lively and participative. There was a lot of enthusiasm, but also
some tension out of fear that something could go wrong. When finally we made the shift from theory to practice, all
doubts, perplexities and fears vanished in a second. The smiles and gratitude of the youths from Casal del Marmo and
Civico Zero made us realise we were on the right path”. (Elisa di Carlo)

“The DIAMOND project was underpinned by innovative goals as regards the role of scientific museums in social contexts
marked by socio-cultural exclusion and disadvantage.[...] The opening stages of the pilot project in the juvenile prison
were the most complicated, especially when trying to create a dialogue between the museum staff and young inmates
time after time, by appealing to their curiosity and interest for unusual objects and topics, and by adopting innovative
communication methodologies, based on mutual trust and the ability to listen.[...] It was very important to establish a
final objective; giving an educational and formative meaning to the activities helped us promote the contribution and
participation of all, hence the enthusiasm and commitment with which young inmates welcomed us every time. We de-
veloped the stories, we set them to music through the use of Digital Storytelling so as to describe this experience, what
participants learned, shared and felt through their emotions. As a museum educator, I can say I was extremely enriched
by this project, which allowed me to face up to an unfamiliar social reality and helped me develop a new way to create
knowledge through the ability to listen, dialogue, exchange and the valorisation of different knowledge bases and ideas”.
(Angela Pelosi)

“In the preliminary phase of the project we identified the guidelines which would help us establish evaluation criteria,
and these are informed by one single, crucial concept: change. We could perceive change in all the phases of the project
(theoretical, practical and in some cases recreational), and it was gratifying to see the outcomes of our work[...] for ex-
ample, being able to overcome and contradict with facts the initial scepticism of some organisations and professionals,
who have now changed their mind on our work. To take part in this project was for me an opportunity for professional
and personal growth”. (Gloria Guida)

“I would like to emphasise a specific aspect of the work we carried out, i.e. storytelling. This helped us reveal forms of
knowledge and rationale used by individuals in the way they act and give meaning to their own experiences. Storytelling,
therefore, was the fabric on which we could weave all our research and evaluation work, starting from the previous
knowledge of participants to end with the assessment of changes occurred in their system of beliefs, ideas and attitudes
during and at the end of the process”. (Nausicaa Ventresco)
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To conclude, DIAMOND turned out to be a successful
project, well-founded in its premises, structure and
results. The evaluation tools and criteria employed
revealed the depth of its impact, in terms both of the
digital stories produced, and of the pilot projects
which made them possible. Moreover, the evalua-
tion’s ability to measure a wide range of individual
and social potential effects (cognitive, emotional,
spiritual, connected with values, skills, relationships,
participation etc.) confirms the great richness and
complexity of the museum experience, the substan-
tial diversity in museum visiting patterns depending
on the different target groups, and the correlation be-
tween impact and individual backgrounds, prior
knowledge, motivations, expectations etc.; above all,
evaluation showed the huge potential of scientific
museums in initiating a fruitful intercultural dialogue
with marginalised citizens or with individuals experi-
encing difficulties in communication and participa-

tion, as well as in playing a decisive role in the inclu-
sion and involvement of people from different social
and cultural backgrounds. These final considerations
encourage us to further test/explore this field of ac-
tivity, mostly unknown to museums, but apparently
very promising. Finally, evaluating the DIAMOND
project created the conditions for the Museum to as-
sess the value of its activities and social role6: DIA-
MOND’s success in promoting lifelong learning and
inspiration, the number and diversity of new visitors,
an increased regularity and awareness in the con-
tact/dialogue with the local community, the contri-
bution toward socio-cultural inclusion, are all
elements providing a positive feedback on the Mu-
seum’s mission and its ability to promote cultural
democracy, social cohesion, a better quality of life
for all citizens; finally, they offer useful guidelines to
shape socially more effective and sustainable mu-
seum policies.
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etc.) were invited. The first dissemination material
produced was a leaflet in four different languages
(English, Italian, Rumanian and Spanish). All partner
museums had therefore the opportunity to promote
the project in their respective countries on the occa-
sion of public events such as training courses, confer-
ences, seminars etc. The leaflet introduced the
project by underlining the importance attached by
the European Union to lifelong learning. It also in-
cluded a brief presentation of project partners, along
with a description of their  respective role in DIA-
MOND’s framework.  At a later stage, the project
website was created. The website has been a crucial
tool not only for communication between partners,
who had access to a reserved area in which they
could exchange documents, news and project up-
dates, but also for the virtual community as a whole.
It provided a platform to illustrate DIAMOND’s goals

and activities, to introduce project partners and their
particular roles, to look at some of the digital stories
developed during the training courses and pilot proj-
ects, to disseminate project events. All contents in
the website were constantly updated. In turn, each
partner devoted to DIAMOND some pages of its in-
stitutional website, by presenting the project and by
providing links to the other partners. ECCOM and
MeltingPro in particular disseminated project activi-
ties by using their own mailing lists, thereby reaching
several hundreds of contacts.
DIAMOND was also promoted through social net-
works such as Facebook and LinkedIn. At the end of
the project, the outcomes will be shared with the vir-
tual community in project partners’ languages (Ital-
ian, Spanish and Rumanian) as well as in English.
International networks were also used to disseminate
the project, in particular those formed by institutions
or working groups dealing with training issues in the
cultural and education sectors (e.g. ENCATC1, LEM
Project2, organisations for lifelong learning in the arts
sector), through the publication of news and articles.
Our dissemination strategy identified as the main
target museum managers and officers who had al-
ready been engaged in education activities ad-
dressed to audiences with special needs (elderly and
hospitalized people, immigrants, inmates, disabled,
etc.), or who were in any case interested in experi-
menting with innovative activities aimed at promot-
ing cultural inclusion. Several dissemination
activities were organised on the occasion of profes-
sional meetings both at local level (e.g. the man-
agers of the Network of Natural science museums in
Lazio Region) and at a national level (e.g. members
of the Italian Association of Scientific Museums). At a
European level, the project was also illustrated at EC-
SITE (the European Network of science museums and
centres) Annual Conference in Aja in 2014, devoted

1. http://www.encatc.org/pages/index.php.
2. http://www.lemproject.eu/
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to the theme “People Planet Peace”, in the frame-
work of the panel “Science Centres and Museums:
Inclusiveness for Social Changes”3.
The DIAMOND project was also presented as a good
practice for cultural inclusion on the occasion of sev-
eral training and professional development courses
for cultural operators coming from different Euro-
pean countries.
Dissemination was addressed to educators too. In
particular, the methodology of DS applied to lifelong
learning contexts was illustrated at the international
conference “The Future of Education” in Florence4, at
the “6th International Conference of Education, Re-
search and Innovation” in Seville5 and at the “Inter-
national Digital Storytelling Conference” in Athens6.
Taking part in these important opportunities for com-
munication allowed the DIAMOND team to describe
the project activities and the role played by DS, also

as a methodology for the summative evaluation of
project outcomes.
At the end of the project, a video was produced with
a selection of the digital stories created by partici-
pants in both training courses and pilot projects. The
video is downloadable from DIAMOND website, from
the partner organisations’ websites, from social net-
works as well as other platforms such as YouTube and
Vimeo. The project ended with a final conference
held at the Natural Science Museum of Valencia and
addressed to all professionals working in museums,
libraries, training and education agencies, youth or-
ganisations, universities and other research institu-
tions, etc. Finally, dissemination is ensured through
the publication of this handbook, including practical
recommendations for the replicability of the activities
and good practices developed throughout DIAMOND
project.

3. http://www.ecsite.eu/activities_and_resources/annual_conferences/annual-conference-2014-25th-anniversary-edition.
4. http://conference.pixel-online.net/foe2013/.
5. http://iated.org/iceri2013/.
6. http://www2.media.uoa.gr/main/eng/labs/new_tech_lab.html.
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As a pilot project, DIAMOND involved four museum institutions and two cultural associations in three Euro-
pean Countries. Its value and impact may be referred to the contexts in which it actually took place, and its
results, however transferable in principle, need further experimentation and testing in other museums and/or
countries. 
However, this experience provides a reliable (success) model because of the research data and documen-
tation corroborating it. One of its most significant features lies in having initiated new paths and approaches
for future exploration in scientific museums (but we could go so far as to say in the museum sector as a
whole). From this perspective, if we were to outline a key word describing DIAMOND, the most appropriate
would be: innovation. This term is frequently used in EU policies and projects, where innovation is consid-
ered as a crucial ingredient for development and the promotion of a better quality of life for all European cit-
izens. Within the limits of its unique experience, DIAMOND produced and tested innovation, thereby
triggering a small but significant systemic effect, which emerged at different levels.
Innovation was clearly visible in the experimentation of Digital Storytelling in a context of potential marginal-
isation. This method turned out to be an effective tool not only for improving museum experiences, but also
for providing those individuals who usually have no “voice” in society with a genuine opportunity for self-ex-
pression. Also the use of Digital Storytelling as an evaluation tool was innovative. The positive outcomes
achieved should inspire professionals to further explore this approach not only in the museum sector, but
also in other contexts where culture may act as bridge for social inclusion. 
As for the museum institutions involved, innovation permeated different spheres of their activity. 
It was evident in the sphere of lifelong learning, and more in general of museum “educational” practices:
pilot projects, in fact, were highly original in terms of the chosen themes, activities and methodologies; also
in this case, the positive impact on participants’ learning, creativity, motivation and gratification should en-
courage us to include similar experiences in other museum contexts, so as to open the doors of scientific
museums to all individuals, all age groups and all cultural backgrounds.
Innovation distinguished the professional competencies developed and tested within DIAMOND’s framework:
not only museum-specific competencies, but also, and most significantly, competencies in communication
and the use of new technologies, in social relationships, in intercultural dialogue, in addressing the problems
of the local community and in fighting the cultural exclusion of individuals and groups. These transversal
competencies are not taught in museum studies, nor are they part of established curricula and job descrip-
tions; therefore, also pilot experiences such as DIAMOND play a part in shaping the new professions needed
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to enhance the social role of muse-
ums in the twenty first century. 
Innovation pervades the vision of
museums developed by partici-
pants throughout the pilot projects:
as places of knowledge, of a differ-
ent knowledge, no longer intimidat-
ing but inclusive; as places of social
interaction and exchange, mutual
understanding and respect for the
diversity of cultures, languages, life
experiences and fates; as places
where personal creativity is not sti-
fled by authoritarian, rigid and for-
mal styles.
Innovation is also present in the
new missions and forms of account-
ability developed by the four Muse-
ums involved in the project; cultural
inclusion projects bring about new
values and indicators in the Institu-
tion’s “social report”.
Innovation was produced in creat-
ing new partnerships between mu-
seum institutions and other local
organisations working with margin-
alised or disadvantaged groups;
however circumscribed, the DIA-
MOND experience shows that the
social impact of museums on the
surrounding community is still
largely untapped, and encourages
museum professionals to keep on
exploring it and to make it stronger.
DIAMOND also brought about a new
“culture” in museums, in their re-
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search activities, in the training of staff and consultants; new approaches to educational practices; new cul-
tural exchanges with project partners.
A new management and relational culture (both internal and external) was co-produced with the other in-
stitutions involved (prisons, special schools, centres for refugees and elderly people, etc.), by exchanging
and sharing competencies, working methods, reflections on the well-being and quality of life of users/par-
ticipants (and also new forms of solidarity and understanding between museum staff and operators from
other institutional contexts).
Finally, new perspectives unfolded for culture as a whole, as a crucial factor of individual and socio-environ-
mental sustainability, of dialogue between citizens and institutions, of mutual understanding and peace:
once again, museums showed their great potential in sustaining positive changes in the quality of life of
every individual, as recommended in the Faro Convention on the value of cultural heritage for society .

Cristina Da Milano and Elisabetta Falchetti
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