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Digital Cultural Heritage 

 
 
 
In such a digitally dependent society, there are a multitude of digital opportunities in the 
field of cultural heritage. Galleries, libraries and particularly archives and museums (GLAMs) 
must work together to seize more of these opportunities, to avoid the serious risk of 
marginalisation. This report summarises some of the issues in digital cultural heritage. It will 
then present key recommendations for implementing an effective foundational digital 
programme, to enable; collaboration across data, technology, skills and channels.   
 
Audience and Education 
GLAMs are vital components in tourism and education, fostering societal cohesion, and 
maintaining an important link between culture and place. Yet engagement with certain 
socioeconomic groups is consistently low. The online, in-house, and in-community digital 
opportunities within the sector have the potential to significantly increase physical and 
digital engagement with cultural heritage. 
 

• Children accounted for 63% of museum visitors in 2016/2017. 
• In 2014, The British Museum recorded 6.7 million physical visitors, and 43.7 

million digital visitors.  
• 49% of museums have experienced increased visitor numbers to physical sites 

as a result of increased activity on digital platforms.  
• Lower socioeconomic groups accounted for only 36% of GLAM visitors in 2017.   

Recommendation 
Efforts must be made to improve engagement with broader audiences and research groups 
on a national and local level. We must bring cultural heritage to the people and adopt new 
strategies that will ensure that all members of society are able to actively engage with 
GLAMs.  
 
The Economics and Subsidiarity 
Funding in the cultural sector is a critical concern, with significant cuts experienced in recent 
years. GLAMs are forced to prioritise funding allocation, which leads to certain aspects of 
broader strategies, like digitisation, losing focus. This has impacted the opportunity to 
achieve digital maturity across the sector. 
 

• Funding decreased by approximately 13% between 2007 and 2017. 
• Only 0.09% of GDP funding provided to GLAMs despite a 1.5% GVA contribution 

(£26.8 billion) by the cultural sector in 2016. 
• 16 different government bodies responsible for cultural sector funding, creating 

difficulties in funding regulation and allocation.  
• 62% of organisations consider funding as a critical issue for maximising digital 

opportunities. 
• Organisations only intend to digitise 60% of collections due to cost, according to 

a recent survey. 

 

Executive Summary 
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Recommendation 
Coherency is needed in government funding allocation to cultural heritage, and 
organisations themselves must prioritise a digital programme. We must ensure that 
available funding is appropriately allocated to a foundational digital programme, to allow 
for effective digital progress in the sector. 
 
Collections and Science 
GLAMs are responsible for millions of items within collections. However, they face issues of 
collection management which include lack of space, risk of damage due to delicacy, and 
exhibition prioritisation. 
 

• Museums alone in England and Wales held at least 200 million items in 2008, 
with 90% in storage. These numbers are much higher in archives and libraries. 

• An estimated 61% of UK organisations have begun the process of digitisation.  
• 79% of organisations believe digitisation as a form of preservation to be crucial 

to their business plans. 

Recommendation 
Accessibility to collections is crucial to increase public engagement and research with 
cultural heritage. Digitisation will allow for wider access to exhibits, as well as effectively 
preserving historical items. GLAMs must maintain an ethos of open access to maintain their 
commitment of transparency and truth to the public, whilst also facilitating future research. 
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Introduction 
 
Cultural heritage represents the heart and soul of a nation. It stands as a beacon of its 
triumphs, a harsh reminder of its failings, and a respectful nod to those who have 
contributed and sacrificed so much for its safety and progression.  
 
The intrinsic value of galleries, libraries, archives and museums (GLAMs) in the UK cannot be 
denied. They turnover approximately £2.64 billion in revenue every year, contributing to the 
fifth largest industry in the UK - tourism.12 In 2015, an estimated 71 million visits were made 
to a gallery, library, archive or museum, and it is widely recognised that the cultural sector 
contributes to the improvement of our health and wellbeing.34 
 
We are constantly immersed in the digital world, but further analysis of digital capabilities 
and collaboration across the cultural sector is needed. Work can then begin to introduce an 
agile digital programme that will support GLAMs with greater shared foundations of 
knowledge and skills, to preserve our cultural heritage. 
 
Before this process can begin, we must identify and analyse the key concerns at the 
forefront of this process. This report will present the three primary concerns that must be 
addressed for this process to succeed: audience and research engagement, funding 
management, and collection development.    
 
Audience and Education 
 
GLAMs are a vital tourist point in the UK. They are also an insightful educational service, 
particularly for the younger generations, with children accounting for 63% of visitors to 
museums and galleries in 2016/17.5 The benefits of public engagement with these 
organisations include "improved wellbeing and better learning and skills outcomes".6 As 
critical pillars of truth, trust and historical preservation in the community, it is vital that 
public engagement, research and education remain central to a foundational digital 
programme. 
 

                                                        
1 Mendoza, N. (2017). The Mendoza Review: An Independent Review of Museums in England. [online] London: Department 
for Digital, Culture, Media and Sport. Available at: 
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/673935/The_Mendo
za_Review_an_independent_review_of_museums_in_England.pdf, p. 20.  
2 National Museum Director's Council (NMDC) "Museums Matter". London: National Museums Council, 2015. Available at: 
https://www.nationalmuseums.org.uk/media/documents/publications/museums_matter/museums_matter_web.pdf, p. 
5. 
3 Mendoza, p. 20.  
4 Department for Culture, Media and Sport (DCMS). "The Culture White Paper". London: Open Government License, 2016, 
Available at: 
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/510798/DCMS_The_
Culture_White_Paper__3_.pdf, p. 13. 
5 Mendoza, p. 55. 
6 Department for Digital, Culture, Media and Sport (DCMS). "Heritage Statement - 2017". London: Department for Digital, 
Culture, Media and Sport (DCMS), 2017. 
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/664657/Heritage_Sta
tement_2017__final_-_web_version_.pdf, p. 8. 
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Cultural exclusion is, however, a prevalent issue, particularly for those who are unable to 
visit GLAMs or feel disengaged by the cultural sector. The ‘Culture is Digital’ report argues 
that engagement is "skewed towards those in higher socioeconomic groups", potentially 
isolating key demographic groups such as the elderly, disabled, and minority communities.7 
In fact, only 36% of visitors to GLAMs in 2016/17 were from lower socioeconomic groups.8 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Well-produced and maintained digital platforms improve the visibility of organisations, 
notifying the public of exhibitions and events, in addition to basic information such as 
opening times, fees and facilities. In 2014, the British Museum recorded 6.7 million visitors 
in their physical space but were able to connect with 43.7 million visitors virtually.9 Half of 
museums experienced boosted physical visitor records as a result of increased engagement 
with digital platforms.10 
 
Studies have shown that the majority of adults (80%) and young people (99%) use the 
internet daily.11 Visitors can already use their connected devices as a guide for their 
museum visits. However, further commitment to a foundational digital programme will 
continue to broaden the demographic of GLAM visitors by bringing exhibitions and cultural 
heritage to the people, through smartphones, tablets and computers.12 Digital collections 
can be taken directly into communities, whether through community centres, schools or 
even retirement and elderly facilities; to engage those who are actively online on a daily 
basis, as well as the 12% of adults who are not online at all.13  
 
The 'Culture is Digital' report identified that public libraries have become an excellent 
example of coherent and collaborative digitisation. In 2016/17, 5.47 million e-books were 
made available by public library services in England.14  
 

                                                        
7 Department for Digital, Culture, Media & Sport (DCMS). "Culture Is Digital". London: Department for Digital, Culture, 
Media & Sport, 2018. Available at: 
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/687519/TT_v4.pdf, 
pp. 10 and 20. 
8 Mendoza, 
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/673935/The_Mendo
za_Review_an_independent_review_of_museums_in_England.pdf, p. 40. 
9 NMDC, 
https://www.nationalmuseums.org.uk/media/documents/publications/museums_matter/museums_matter_web.pdf p. 6. 
10 Ibid, p.4. 
11 DCMS, "Culture is Digital", pp. 18-21.  
12 Axiell. "Digital Transformation in The Museum Industry". Manchester: Axiell, 2016. https://alm.axiell.com/wp-
content/uploads/2016/07/Axiell-ALM-Digitise-Museums-Report.pdf, p. 5. 
13 DCMS, "Culture is Digital", p. 21. 
14 Ibid, p. 20. 
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Enhanced digital capabilities will improve professional opportunities internally, offering 
greater connectivity through cloud services and a "cost-effective way of enabling multi-site 
(multi-disciplinary) teams to work together."15 Proper implementation of a foundational 
digital programme can create an accessible, immersive and inclusive experience for the 
public and researchers, driving engagement and creating a deeper connection to cultural 
heritage. 
 
The Economics and Subsidiarity 
 
As a sector, cultural organisations provide approximately £1.45 billion in economic output.16 
In 2011, heritage-based tourism was worth almost £26.4 billion in the UK and the cultural 
sector contributed around £26.8 billion (1.5%) of the UK gross value added (GVA) 2016.1718 
Yet the sector currently receives only 0.09% of the GDP in funding support.1920 A 2017 
economy report from the Department of Digital, Culture, Media and Sport highlighted that 
the South East of England contributed 80% of the cultural sectors GVA that year, with 
around 70% stemming from London-based organisations alone.21 
 
As outlined in the 2017 Mendoza Review, there are "16 different sources of government 
funding" for the cultural sector (primarily museums), in addition to local authority 
contributions, fundraising and public investment.22 This significantly impacts the ability to 
effectively manage and regulate the distribution and allocation of funding.  There has also 
been a notable decrease in funding assigned to the cultural sector in recent years. Between 
2007 and 2017 funding fell by approximately 13%, from £829 million to £720 million.23  
 
 
 
 
 

                                                        
15 Cisco. "UK Museum Sector: Embracing Digitisation". White Paper. Feltham, Middlesex: Cisco, 2018. 
https://www.cisco.com/c/dam/global/en_uk/solutions/digital-transformation/museums-culture/pdfs/Cisco-white-paper-
UK-Museum-Sector-Embracing-Digitisation.pdf, p. 20. 
16 NMDC, 
https://www.nationalmuseums.org.uk/media/documents/publications/museums_matter/museums_matter_web.pdf, p. 
9. 
17 Ibid, p. 10.  
18 DCMS, "Culture is Digital", 
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/687519/TT_v4.pdf, p. 
7. 
19 NMDC, p. 9. 
20 Department for Digital, Culture, Media and Sport. "DCMS Sectors Economic Estimates 2016: Gross Value Added". 
London: Department for Digital, Culture, Media and Sport., 2017. 
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/662958/DCMS_Secto
rs_Economic_Estimates_2016_GVA.pdf, p. 7. 
21 Department of Digital, Culture, Media and Sport. "DCMS Sectors Economic Estimates 2017". London: Department of 
Digital, Culture, Media and Sport., 2018. 
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/780605/DCMS_Secto
rs_Economic_Estimates_2017_Regional_GVA.pdf, p. 1 
22 Mendoza, 
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/673935/The_Mendo
za_Review_an_independent_review_of_museums_in_England.pdf, p. 21 
23 Ibid, p. 23 
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Public investment in this sector was reduced by 30% between 2010 and 2015.24 During the 
same period, GLAMs also faced a 16.6% reduction in local authority funding. Funding 
reductions require institutions to adapt fundraising policies to suit the new fiscal 
environment, a task which may be much simpler for nationally acclaimed organisations as 
opposed to local libraries, galleries and museums. 
 
Critically, the institutions themselves also find that funding is one of the primary barriers in 
undertaking digital projects. Of 1,200 cultural institutions surveyed for the ‘Digital Culture’ 
report in 2017, 62% felt that funding allocated for digital projects was a critical systematic 
barrier to improving digital capabilities and digitisation.25 Furthermore, a 2016 museums 
report found that, due to cost concerns, many organisations only planned to digitise around 
60% of their collections.26 
 
Whilst there are reports to suggest that GLAMs are turning to additional funding sources to 
balance the decrease in government and local authority funding, resources available to 
commit to a foundational digital programme remain limited.27 Concerns over funding cuts, 
and increased focus on short term strategies and goals, has, for many institutions, side-lined 
the process of implementing an agile digital programme.28 
 
A greater collaborative effort is required to ensure that more effective digital foundations 
are built. Local institutions with lower budgets will require the support of national 
institutions to make the most of the available funds. GLAMS must also make improvements 
regarding their commitments to a foundational digital programme, which includes the 
appropriate allocation of funding that is available to them.  
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                        
24 NMDC, 
https://www.nationalmuseums.org.uk/media/documents/publications/museums_matter/museums_matter_web.pdf p. 5. 
25 MTM London (2017). Digital Culture 2017. [online] London: Nesta. Available at: 
https://media.nesta.org.uk/documents/digital_culture_2017.pdf, p. 25. 
26 Axiell. https://alm.axiell.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/07/Axiell-ALM-Digitise-Museums-Report.pdf, p. 3. 
27 MTM London, p. 24. 
28 Axiell, p. 3. 
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Collections and Sciences 
 
GLAMs are responsible for large numbers of items and artefacts within their collections. 
Implementing an effective foundational digital programme will help to address key issues 
that organisations currently face in collection management and preservation.  
 

 
The 2017 Mendoza Review reported that museums alone across England and Wales hold a 
minimum of 200 million items, a continuously increasing figure, yet around 90% of this is 
held in storage.29 This statistic stems from a 2008 collections report by the Arts Council and 
almost no updated records have been recorded since.30 The age of internet has also 
resulted in an increased amount of digitally-born cultural heritage which, without proper 
attention and preservation, is at risk of being lost entirely.31  
 
Space is a significant difficulty faced by GLAMs. When specialist exhibition events take place 
further space is required, at the expense of permanent collections. There are also items that 
cannot be displayed due to delicacy and risk of damage.32 With a limited number of items 
available to view, the general public's ability to access all elements of preserved cultural 
heritage is also limited. In 2019, the Museums Association reported that "overflowing 
storage and limited staffing and resources mean that many museum collections are in a 
state of stasis or even decay."33 With limited space and resources, there is an inherent 
concern over effective collection management, review, and presentation for research and 
public viewing. 
 

                                                        
29 Mendoza, 
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/673935/The_Mendo
za_Review_an_independent_review_of_museums_in_England.pdf, p. 19, referencing: Keene, Suzanne. "Collections For 
People: Museums' Stored Collections As A Public Resource". London: UCL Institute of Archaeology, 2008. 
http://discovery.ucl.ac.uk/13886/1/13886.pdf, p. 13. 
30 Mendoza, p. 44. 
31 Dekker, Annet. Archive 2020: Sustainable Archiving or Born-Digital Content. PDF Report. Rotterdam: Virtueel Platform, 
2010. http://aaaan.net/wp-content/uploads/2015/05/Archive2020-resize.pdf. p. 3. 
32 Bradley, Kimberly. "Why Museums Hide Masterpieces Away.". Blog. BBC Culture, 2015. Available at: 
http://www.bbc.com/culture/story/20150123-7-masterpieces-you-cant-see. 
33 Museums Association. "Collections 2030: Empowering Collections". London: Museums Association, 2019. 
https://www.museumsassociation.org/download?id=1262818, p. 5. 
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Digitisation and digital programmes can provide an effective method of preservation – a 
factor which 79% of museums found to be crucial to their broader business plans. 34 
According to the 2018 ‘Culture is Digital’ report, 61% of museums across the UK have begun 
the process of digitisation, though, only around half of this digitised content is widely  
 

 
available for the general public to view.35 Anecdotal evidence, however, would suggest that 
these statistics are not an accurate reflection of actual digitised collections. The capabilities 
of organisations, including areas such as size and funding, will also impact the ability to 
progress with digitisation. 
 
Further investment in digital opportunities will open doors to new exhibit opportunities, 
local, national and international collaboration, and encourage data collection and sharing 
for wider research and educational opportunities. By adopting an ethos of open access for 
the public, the cultural sector will remain as a critical pillar of truth, trust and transparency, 
effectively preserving cultural heritage and bringing it to the people in an accessible and 
digital format.  
 
Now is the time for Collaboration 
 
Strong digital foundations will not be built without concerted and shared action. We must 
create a collaborative foundational digital programme; to regulate and oversee the process 
of collection digitisation; and create coherent and cohesive policy that can be widely 
adopted by the government and across GLAMs. We must continue to establish the clear 
foundations and reasoning for a digital programme, including public engagement, research 
potential, and preservation. 
 
We must encourage and increase broader collaboration between institutions that goes 
beyond item-sharing and collaborative exhibitions. This includes bringing local and national 
organisations together to improve audience reach and engagement through digital 
opportunities. 
 
 

                                                        
34 Mendoza, p. 64. 
35 DCMS, "Culture Is Digital", 
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/687519/TT_v4.pdf, p. 
11. 
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We must respect the differing interests and value systems of different institutions. Whilst 
remembering that, as a sector, there is much more to be gained through the collaborative 
and coherent use of our knowledge and expertise. 
 
We must reach out to the technology sector for guidance through the digitisation process, 
and for support in improving digital skills and digital literacy across the cultural sector. 
Greater digital maturity will ensure a smoother transitional process to wider digitisation. 
The British Museum recognises in its 'Towards 2020' strategy that "sustained partnerships 
with technology companies and digital publishers" will be a vital component in reaching 
digital goals in the future.36 
 
We must look to other countries and institutions with excellent digital capabilities already in 
place for inspiration as we progress through a foundational digital programme.  
 
A 2018 report published by the European Union and INTERREG Europe provides additional 
recommendations for digital solutions in cultural heritage.37 The report argues that nations 
should embrace new digital technologies, applying EU frameworks at a regional level. This 
will aid in the improvement of digital literacy across the sector, in addition to increasing 
funding opportunities. 
  
Finally, we must remember the challenges addressed in this report as the foundational 
digital programme in GLAMs is introduced. By overcoming them, we can ensure that these 
institutions remain relevant and riveting to the public, and the world, whilst preserving our 
rich cultural heritage. 
 
 

                                                        
36 The British Museum. "Towards 2020: The British Museum's Strategy". London: The British Museum. Accessed 28 March 
2019. https://www.britishmuseum.org/pdf/Towards_2020-The_British_Museum_Strategy.pdf, p. 9. 
37 INTERREG. "Policy Brief on Digital Solutions in the Field of Cultural Heritage". INTERREG Europe, 2018. 
https://www.interregeurope.eu/fileadmin/user_upload/plp_uploads/policy_briefs/2018-08-
06_Policy_brief__on_digital_technologies.pdf. pp. 10-11. 


