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Abstract: Museums have identified Web 2.0 as the ideal tool for the 
achievement of their objectives of promoting culture and involving users; 
indeed, it offers the conditions to allow the exchange between the interested 
parties. In the literature, while the use of websites by traditional museums has 
been extensively studied, a gap emerges with regard to the description and the 
use of the websites by particular museums which are hosted in working 
hospitals. The paper aim is to assess the prospective of a website for further the 
relationship and communication between the Santa Maria Nuova museum and 
its digital audience. The data highlighted the achievement of excellent results in 
terms of audience and involvement through the website, although this reality is 
still very young (only three years of activity) and there are ample possibilities 
for its digital development. 

Keywords: Web 2.0; website; museum; hospital; dialogic communication; 
online interaction; art protection; healthcare promotion. 

Reference to this paper should be made as follows: Persiani, N., Giusti, M., 
Vannini, I.E. and Landini, G. (2020) ‘The website for a hospital museum: The 
Santa Maria Nuova case study’, Int. J. Digital Culture and Electronic Tourism, 
Vol. 3, No. 1, pp.74–93. 

Biographical notes: Niccolò Persiani is a Full Professor of Business 
Economics in School of Medicine of the University of Florence. He is the 
President of the Scientific Committee of the Cultural Association of the Italian 
Historic Hospitals. He is author of numerous publications on business 
economics and health management. 

Martina Giusti is a Radiographer at the South East Tuscany Local Health 
Authority and external collaborator in research project by the Department of 
Experimental and Clinic Medicine of the University of Florence. 



   

 

   

   
 

   

   

 

   

    The website for a hospital museum 75    
 

    
 
 

   

   
 

   

   

 

   

       
 

Ilaria Elisa Vannini is a PhD Adjunct Professor of Health Economics at the 
School of Medicine of the University of Florence. She is a Chartered 
Accountant and Statuatory Auditor. Her research interests focus on planning 
and control systems and accounting history. 

Giancarlo Landini is a Doctor of Internal Medicine in at the Santa Maria Nuova 
Hospital in Florence. He is the Director of the Department of Medical 
Specialities of the Centre Tuscany Local Health Authority and President of the 
Santa Maria Nuova Foundation. 

 

1 Introduction 

The digital revolution introduced by Web 2.0 (O’Reilly, 2005) has radically changed the 
way we conceive and manage communication as it has become faster and biunivocal on 
the internet (Crenn and Vidal, 2007). It is not addressed only to the individual but to the 
community of stakeholders (Waterton, 2010), who interface with the virtual 
representation of the reality and directly intervene on it. This has led to the widespread 
adoption of the website as a privileged channel by all those realities interested in 
maintaining close contact with their public and in increasing the sense of affiliation  
(Al-Lozi et al., 2012; Go et al., 2016). 

Some studies underline how cultural institutions, especially museums (López  
et al., 2010), have adopted the website as a communication tool to develop a more 
interactive and collaborative dialogue with their audience (Bonaccini, 2012; Sibilio-Parri 
and Manetti, 2014; Cassidy et al., 2018). In particular, the benefits are obtained from the 
use of websites are innumerable and cover all the action areas of a museum (Orlandi  
et al., 2017; Tonkin et al., 2018): the enhancement of the artistic heritage through the 
creation of digital and interactive paths, the increasing of the stakeholder engagement and 
the finding of donations, not only for the protection of the possessed wealth but also for 
the financing of particular projects for education to beauty or respect for the common 
good. 

From the literature review, however, there is an evident cognitive gap regarding the 
study of organisation, management and fruition of the website by a particular type of 
museums, which originated from and are located inside working hospitals and integrated 
into their processes. 

Indeed, in Europe, old hospitals usually possess historical objects, chapels, collections 
of pictures, statues and ancient objects. These artistic collections are often reorganised in 
museum paths, surviving the healthcare activity, or have been transferred into more 
modern structures. However, they have sometimes remained integrated with the main 
activities of the hospital itself, such as in the Royal London Hospital Museum in London 
(Collins, 1995), the Hospital de la Santa Creu i Sant Pau in Barcelona (UNESCO site), 
the Scuola Grande di San Marco in Venice (Po, 2016) and many others. These examples 
became museums offered to the fruition of the population being part of working health 
institutions; here the traditional museum goals identified in ICOMS definition of 20071 
are juxtaposed with the traditional care ones. 

Besides the maintenance and valorisation of the historical heritage, the major fruition 
of artist patrimony, the attention to accountability and the research of donors for its 
cultural scope, they also realise their mission by utilising own assets as instruments to 
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increase the quality and quantity of care and attract donations to improve the hospital 
organisations. 

Therefore, the aim of this paper is to evaluate the potential of a website for promoting 
the interaction and dialogue between the Santa Maria Nuova (SMN) museum and its 
virtual audience. 

We have identified the SMN museum, hosted in the hospital of SMN in Florence, as 
the relevant case. 

The study paper is structured as follows. After a brief review of the literature and a 
detailed description of the method used, we describe the case study, the SMN museum. 
Following this, the data related to the SMN Foundation website is presented; these have 
been obtained by extrapolating from the management software of the SMN website 
(Google Analytics) and from interviews carried out with staff from both the hospital and 
the museum. Finally, considerations and possible research development paths are drawn 
in the conclusion. 

2 Literature review 

The advent of the internet has led to an epochal and permanent change in the idea of 
communication during public relations). This digital instrument has broken down most of 
the space-time barriers that until then had defined the conditions for communicating. The 
internet offers everyone the opportunity to disseminate information instantly on a global 
basis, using a website as communication channel (Capriotti and Moreno, 2007; Jo and 
Jung, 2005; McAllister-Spooner, 2009). This contest sets the conditions for the transition 
from unilateral communication to dialogic communication (Kent and Taylor, 2002), 
today an essential presupposition for effective and strategic communication on the 
internet. 

The desire to create dialogue between parties, who are present on the internet, led the 
scientist Berners-Lee to propose a ‘large hypertextual database with links’ to his 
superiors at CERN in 1990. The realisation of that database gave rise to the World Wide 
Web, usually known as the web. It was conceived as a global means of communication 
that users can use to read and write through computers connected to the internet  
(Berners-Lee, 1999). 

The same promoters of dialogic communication have identified the web as the only 
possible communicative pact, which is able to satisfy the needs of all internet users. The 
web is the answer to the question put forward by the new communicative conditions 
created by the internet (Kent and Taylor, 1998). The possibility for everyone to build an 
individual, personalised website and the intrinsic characteristics of the web to disseminate 
information have led to its increasingly widespread knowledge and use. 

Websites have also been identified as relevant promotional channels for immediacy, 
global reach and simple use (Capriotti, 2011); consequently, all those interested in 
promoting their purposes have begun to use them, including companies, people and 
institutions, not excluding the cultural ones. Of particular interest is the use of websites 
by museums (Hertzum, 1999). 

Technological progress in the early 21st century led to the advent of Web 2.0 
(O’Reilly, 2005; Murugesan, 2007; Alexander and Levine, 2008) also known as the 
participative and social web. 
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It refers to websites, which emphasise user-generated content, simplicity of use, 
participatory culture and interoperability for end users. These are important 
improvements compared to the first generation of the web (Web 1.0), where people were 
limited to viewing content in a passive manner. 

Web 2.0 can be described in three parts: 

1 rich internet application (RIA) – defines the experience brought from desktop to 
browser, whether it is ‘rich’ from a graphical point of view or a usability/interactivity 
or features point of view 

2 web-oriented architecture (WOA) – defines how Web 2.0 applications expose their 
functionality so that other applications can leverage and integrate the functionality, 
providing a set of much richer applications 

3 social web – defines how Web 2.0 websites tend to interact much more with the  
end user and make the end user an integral part of the website, either by adding his 
or her profile, adding comments on content, uploading new content, or adding  
user-generated content (e.g., personal digital photos). 

If Web 1.0 revolutionised the way of conceiving communication, Web 2.0 has subverted 
roles (Kelly, 2010; Pulh and Mencarelli, 2015). The user becomes the active subject, 
while the reality which appears on the internet undergoes the action. The development of 
the interactions and negotiation between the parties opens the way towards fully 
interactive communication (Ingenhoff and Koelling, 2009; Jo and Kim, 2003). 

The social dimension of Web 2.0 has as added value in its absolute ability to share 
any general information in any form (texts, pictures, audio, video, etc.). 

All those organisations, which have entered the digital age since the time of Web 1.0, 
have found the maximum answer to their needs with the arrival of Web 2.0. The realised 
condition by Web 2.0 adapts perfectly to the needs of the user, who becomes the absolute 
centre around which the reality of the internet is articulated with a shift from broadcasting 
to ego-casting. 

This applies mostly to cultural realities, especially to museums (López et al., 2010). 
As a result of the development of Web 2.0, museums’ websites are capable of talking 
about the ‘museum of the future’ (Cunliffe et al., 2001; Jörgensen, 2004; Bertacchini and 
Morando, 2013; Osterman, 2018), moving from the old idea of a museum as a closed, 
austere place for chosen few to a museum, that functions as a bridge between past and 
future, both inside and outside its walls. 

It has deeply revolutionised the organisational structure of museum. In fact, if before 
the advent of the web the preparation of art collections was aimed at making the visitor 
appreciate the artworks, today they are also designed to satisfy the virtual visitor  
(Falk, 2009; Falk and Dierking, 2013; Cassidy et al., 2018). 

The sites of the museums have enhanced the knowledge of the artistic kept heritage, 
making it more accessible outside and more attractive through the enhanced fruition 
enabled the use of digital technologies, which highlight its qualities (Bakhshi and 
Throsby, 2012). 

In museums, in addition to changing their internal organisation, Web 2.0 has created 
the conditions necessary to start symmetrical and interactive communication between 
museums with the public (Jo and Jung, 2005), which has become a cornerstone of their 
mission. Those interested have the best possible conditions to fully enjoy the museum’s 
wealth (Carvalho and Matos, 2018; Hess et al., 2018) and are invited to commit 



   

 

   

   
 

   

   

 

   

   78 N. Persiani et al.    
 

    
 
 

   

   
 

   

   

 

   

       
 

themselves personally to the protection and enhancement of the same. We can also speak 
of a participatory museum (Bonaccini, 2012; Simon, 2010): the users are aware of the 
possibility of being jointly responsible for the achievement of the museum’s objectives. 

The museum and its collections may become the aggregating centre for voluntary 
processes based on discussion, exchange, collaboration and collective knowledge 
building, which is where the heart of the involvement experience resides (Bennet  
et al., 2016). 

The involvement of users is guaranteed, in particular, through the transparency 
regarding the accountability mechanisms, with which reality is governed (Dainelli  
et al., 2013), and the museum’s economic support through the provision of donations  
(O’Hagan, 1998). 

The possibility to maximise the sharing of its mission’s characteristic declination and 
the adherence to fixed normative constraints are particularly important for a specific kind 
of museum: the hospital museum. 

It does not exist its definition but, from what emerges from literature review 
investigating the articles with this specific diction, the hospital museums are all these 
museums, which are situated inside working or dismissed hospitals. 

These host collection of art, instruments, documents, models, etc are valorised like 
traditional museums to pursue the same goals, but also to arrive to other characteristic 
targets as: 

1 the art use to support the healthcare activity (Thomson et al., 2012; Thomson and 
Chatterjee, 2014; Chatterjee, 2016; Lackoi et al., 2016) 

2 the medical museum for the maintenance and the cure of the medical heritage and 
the promotion of the health (Richardson, 2002; Rainarz, 2005; Arnold and 
Soederqvist, 2011; Delicado, 2014; Davies et al., 2015; Zanatta and Zampieri, 2018) 

3 the valorisation of the own artistic heritage to support, economically and 
collaboratively, the healthcare activities (Allderidge, 1992; Coleborne, 2003; 
Bloomfield et al., 2017; Haridas and Paull, 2017; Simpson, 2017). 

The website use seems useful also in these realities; rather, its utilisation permits to better 
achieve not only the traditional museum objectives but also the particular ones. 

In literature the use of the website was not analysed in the hospital-museum yet, 
although within museum institutions has been widely studied. So then the research group 
decided to fill the knowledge gap in this specific field of study by the website use in this 
precise type of museum. 

3 Method 

The case study (Yin, 2003; Eisenhardt, 1989) has been identified as the appropriate tool 
for conducting the research to describe the organisation and the management of the 
website of the kind of museum under study and to analyse the data related to its use by 
the public. 

The Santa Maria New museum in Florence has been chosen as a representative 
example of a museum operating and perfectly integrated with the SMN hospital in full 
operation (Artusi and Patruno, 2000; Tombaccini et al., 2008). The SMN museum path is 
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directly aligned with the departments of the same hospital sharing spaces, staff and 
timing, with close integration with hospital activities (Diana, 2010). 

In 2015, the SMN museum was integrated within the ancient and innovative SMN 
hospital, the reference hospital unit for the emergency-urgency of the historic centre of 
Florence, following a studied reorganisation and exhibition of the artworks belonging to 
the inestimable artistic heritage of the SMN hospital. 

In addition to the specific characteristic of being located in a hospital, the SMN 
museum is also characterised by the richness of artefacts (De Benedectis, 2002) and its 
location in the world’s oldest hospital still operating where it was founded. 

To achieve the paper’s aim, in the first instance, we analyse the SMN museum, its 
organisation and its relationship with the SMN hospital, which is property of the Local 
Health Authority Toscana Centro. 

Following an accurate analysis of the reality, we proceed by gathering information on 
the organisation and management of the SMN foundation site, which references the SMN 
museum. We also collect data regarding the website’s use in the period from 2016 to 
2019. 

In December 2018, we conducted semi-structured interviews with accountants, 
museum referents and top management, both of the hospital and the museum, to obtain 
information about the management of the SMN website and the organisation behind it 
and the museum institution. 

The semi-structured interviews used a set of five open questions for all interviewees. 
The prepared questions investigated the following topics: 

1 description of the SMN museum and its relationship with the hospital 

2 description of the SMN foundation website 

3 Who manages the website’s software? 

4 Who manages the graphics, the organisation and the communication of the site? 

5 the website’s weaknesses. 

Although they were not recorded, respondents’ answers were immediately annotated by 
the interviewers. 

Next, we extrapolated data about the website activity (accesses, countries of users, 
modalities of access, devices) from October 2018 to January 2019. This has been possible 
due to free access to the site’s management system (Google Analytics), which regularly 
records the activity carried out on the site both internally and by the user. Google 
analytics is a web analytics service offered by Google that tracks and reports website 
traffic; it is used to track the website activity of the users such as session duration, pages 
per session, bounce rate etc. along with the information on the source of the traffic. This 
access was given by the service’s provider. We then analysed the relationship between 
the pages displayed for specific museum exhibits using the obtained data. 

4 SMN hospital and its museum 

SMN Hospital was built on June 23, 1288 in accordance with the will of Folco Portinari 
(the father of Beatrice, to whom Dante Alighieri dedicated his poetry), who donated a 
plot of land to build a hospital in and for Florence. 
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Located in the centre of the town, it quickly became one of the most important civil 
and religious institutions offering care to the population and resources for medicine 
studies. 

Documents highlight popes, kings and nobles who visited the hospital and granted it 
with their protection and donations for the continuous growth of the institution, as well as 
the presence of numerous artists to beautify it. The porches of the hospital became the 
seat of the workshops of the town’s most important artists (for example Ghiberti and 
Buontalenti). The legend tells that Leonardo da Vinci himself attended the hospital rooms 
for his anatomic studies. 

Renewed countless times over the centuries to adapt to the needs of patients and 
modern healthcare, the hospital has perfectly realised a successful combination of beauty, 
art and healthcare. Nowadays, modern health organisation and the great architecture of 
the past coexist. 

Among such museums, SMN probably represents one of the most interesting 
experiences of healthcare and museum integration. It is the most ancient hospital in the 
world which still stands on the same site (Landini, 2017); here, everyday, a great health 
organisation and a complete museum path operate at the same time and in the same place. 

The investments by the Tuscan Regional administration allowed its renovation in 
terms of technological assets and the establishment of a structured museum itinerary 
which takes into account both artistic and welfare importance. 

The cohabitation of social and cultural activities, modernity and the past, and 
technology and art has initiated a strong debate in the town and the Local Health 
Authority Toscana Centro regarding the best organisation and communication 
instruments to promote the museum pathway and improve the pursuit of both museum 
and healthcare objectives. 

The need to maintain the rich collection of arts and the opportunity of increasing the 
relationship between the hospital and the population drove the management of the Local 
Health Authority to strengthen its autonomy in pursuing its peculiar mission. 

On April 20th, 2015, a dedicate foundation (SMN Foundation Onlus) was created to 
care for and promote the inestimable art heritage, collected over eight centuries of the 
hospital’s history, and to support local health projects of clinical and technical 
experimentation through the promotion and the exclusive governance of private 
donations to the hospital. 

In the interviews, the management of the Local Health Authority emphasised the 
principal reasons behind the idea of realising a foundation separate from the health 
organisation, which we synthesise as follows: 

1 to grant the separation between the patrimony dedicated directly to care from the 
historical one 

2 to promote and facilitate donations and private contributions with a more identifiable 
subject which, due to its private and non-profit nature, could have accounting and 
fiscal facilitation 

3 to favour better use of marketing instruments and the website for museum promotion 
which is separate from the institutional care communication of the local authorities. 
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Nowadays, the SMN Foundation has its own budget dedicated to the museum mission as 
well as its own staff specialised in promotion and realisation of cultural events, donor 
research via cultural marketing, and advertising of its social impact. The foundation can 
be identified as both the museum and its offices. 

Since the foundation was established, it has worked hard to promote the public 
fruition of the artistic collection and the knowledge of the particular declination of its 
museum goals, tightening a strong relationship with the city. 

The realisation of its own website and the definition of a DT strategy has been the 
natural consequence of achieving these purposes. It helps to support the foundation’s 
actions efficiently and effectively considering the main channels of communication. 

5 Online interaction of the SMN Foundation website 

The object of study is the site of the SMN Foundation, which contains a wide section 
dedicated to the museum pathway. This website was created in September 2015, about 
five months after the formal establishment of the SMN museum, and it is still active. 

In Figure 1, we can see its organisation by the sitemap. 

Figure 1 Sitemap of SMN Foundation website 

 

The SMN Foundation website presents a simple and schematic organisation that mainly 
aims at the accurate description of the reference reality and the specific objectives which 
it pursues. 

The ‘Who we are’ section presents a description of the considered reality and its 
governance. Here, the simultaneously achievement of the following goals is particularly 
underlined: the protection and enhancement of artistic heritage and the promotion of 
health. These are the two main purposes of the museum that, although apparently are 
irreconcilable in a museum inside a hospital, are perfectly integrated. 

Then, there are two sections entitled ‘Projects’ and ‘News’, which are dedicated to 
the description of initiatives and projects followed; these are aimed at supporting projects 
developed in collaboration with the Local Health Authority, which usually involve the  
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implementation of prevention and awareness initiatives on particular health aspects or 
economic support for the purchase of good and health services. The site also includes the 
‘Local Health Authority Toscana Centro’ page, which describes the Local Health 
Authority with a direct link to its site. 

The ‘Museum’ section is the most interesting on the SMN Foundation website. Here, 
it is possible to discover the museum’s itinerary and its heritage. Indeed, the wealth of the 
SMN museum is to be identified not only in the wonderful artistic artefacts displayed 
inside it (paintings, statues and tapestries), but also in the structure of the hospital itself. It 
is the most interactive page of the SMN website, where it is possible to book a visit, learn 
about the artworks or explore the interesting ‘Adopt a work’ proposal. With this project, 
the museum organisation invites interested viewers to take care of an artwork of their 
choosing, supporting its economic maintenance and promoting its knowledge. Through 
this initiative the museum received a €16,000 grant from an American foundation for the 
restoration of the altarpiece Madonna con Bambino e Santi by Niccolò di Tommaso and 
oil picture Madonna con bambino, S. Maria Maddalena e S. Caterina delle Ruote, which 
following the restoration will be integrated into the museum itinerary. 

This is a common crowdfunding project, an informal and direct fundraising method 
commonly used by non-profit cultural organisations, including museums (Debra et al., 
2016; Hajibayova and Latham, 2017). 

It is important to note the double presence of the buttons that refer to the pages for 
donations and subscription to the newsletter. As found in the interviews, the museum 
management want to promote the declination of its social objectives in terms of health 
promotion, financing of health projects and purchasing of health equipment for the Local 
Health Authority as it is also an operating hospital. Consequently, the subscription to the 
newsletter is also strongly promoted as a valid channel to keep its supporters constantly 
updated on its initiatives. 

From the interviews, it is also evident that the management of the website is 
responsible for the administrative staff of the museum, although it is not adequately 
trained in digital communication. This explains the evident lack of an effective 
communication strategy. Respondents pointed out that there is no design of the website’s 
structure or of its development; updates take place only when there are special events to 
promote do not have a precise timing or intent. 

Respondents also highlighted the need to push the SMN museum via the main social 
media channels because these are relevant channels for digital communication. Although 
there has been the will to be present on the social media since the opening of the 
museum, this has not been done because it requires time and capability. Furthermore, the 
communication of a public institution via social media is subjugated to precise rules. 

Before analysing data about selected parameters of the SMN Foundation website, it is 
important to explain the role of conducted semi-structured interviews (Table 1). The five 
open questions presented investigated the internal idea, which was developed by the 
museum staff and the management of the Local Health Authority, of the SMN museum 
and the value of its relationship with the hospital.` 

The responses underlined how the constitution before the SMN Foundation and, 
immediately afterwards, of the museum itinerary were necessary interventions for the full 
exploitation of a reality on which a lot has been invested, both from the Tuscany Region 
and from the Local Health Authority Toscana Centro itself. 
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Table 1 The structure of the conducted semi-structured interview 

Dear,  

 

a University of Florence’s research is trying to evaluate the potential of a website for promoting 
the interaction and dialogue between the Santa Maria Nuova museum and its virtual audience. 
The interested research group wants to gather information about this reality inside the 
homonymous hospital and the implementation of the website to this relative by asking you the 
following questions. 

 

Immediately we thank you for your availability 

 

The researchers 

Questions 

1. Can you describe the SMN museum reality and its strong link with the homonymous hospital? 

2. Can you describe the structure and the organisation of the SMN website? 

3. Who manages the SMN museum website’s software? 

4. Who manages the graphics, the organisation and the communication of the considered site? 

5. What are the critical points of the SMN museum website? 

Interviewing the selected sample, the feedback on the website was not positive, although 
it recognises that important results have been achieved in terms of use and growth of the 
Foundation’s visibility. 

From the answers, the main problem of the SMN Foundation website is the lack of 
planning that led to the unorganised development of the site; its navigation is difficult 
considering the complex structure and the use of its contents, because they are not 
designed for their optimal fruition through the web and, above all, mobile devices. 

The management of the site is entrusted to the museum staff, who does not feel 
adequately prepared regarding the development of the websites and does not know the 
communicative logics to be adopted here. The collaborators are autonomously forming 
on the reported experience and try to work at its best but, given the constant increase in 
interest for the museum itinerary and the consequent increase in the work of setting up 
and managing the visits, little time remains for the care of the website and specific 
training for its optimisation. To date, site management consists only of the weekly update 
of the initiatives promoted by the SMN Foundation. 

External support was requested only for the realisation and the selection of the used 
graphics, which is the same of the entire institution, obviously also proposed on the site. 

The main problem is the lack of specific competences in the management of the 
website and the knowledge of the logic of dialogic communication through the websites, 
which is derived to the failure sharing of the adopted logic among website’s programmers 
and SMN Foundation staff. 

The only solution identified for the found the problems, seems to be a total restyling 
of the website and the specific training of a museum staff for the management and 
development of digital communication, which would no longer be limited to the website 
but also open up channels in the main social media. 
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After the description of both the site’s organisation and management and the 
interviews’ answers, we analyse the following parameters on the SMN Foundation site: 

 number of accesses 

 used device 

 modalities of access 

 origin countries of users 

 correlation between displayed pages and their reference to hospital-museum goals. 

Each of these factors numerically represents the success of the public engagement with 
the SMN museum (Go et al., 2016). 

During the description and analysis, we considered data for the years 2016, 2017 and 
2018. We excluded the data of 2015 because it was partial, referring only to the last four 
months of the year. 

The number of accesses indicates how many users have visited the SMN 
Foundation’s website from 1st January 2016 to 31st December 2018 (Figure 2). These 
figures correspond to the online audience of the museum. 

Figure 2 Number of accesses 

 

The number of accesses increased from 2016 to 2018. This demonstrates, year after year, 
the audience’s emergent interest in the SMN museum, with accesses growing by 56% in 
2017 and 42% in 2018 compared to the previous year. Peaks are present in the months of 
October and November because in autumn the SMN museum usually organises specific 
events to favour visits and to increase fundraising. Interested tourists and donors look for 
information about the museum, its offers and fruition before deciding to visit or to 
donate. 
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The following variables push to identify the most used devices by the website’s 
visitors (Figure 3) and the modality of access to the SMN Foundation’s website  
(Figure 4) in order to understand the most frequent methods of fruition. 

Figure 3 Devices 

 

Figure 4 Modalities of access 

 

Audience visits to the SMN museum’s website mostly take place through organic 
researches, or rather for subject, by PC. Mobile access is more frequent, while tablet 
viewing has been slow to take off. 
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We can observe that the access by direct search of the site of the SMN Foundation 
and redirections from other sites are slightly increasing, while access via social networks 
is practically zero. In the interviews, the desire to implement the use of media in the SMN 
museum was also investigated. The general answer was the willingness of the 
administration to open official channels of the SMN museum in 2019 on the main social 
media platforms, in particular Facebook and Instagram, to intercept a wider audience. 
Social media are, in fact, considered by all respondents as fundamental, strategic and 
necessary channels to establish effective communication with stakeholders. 

Considering the number of accesses to the site and how people reach it, the data 
shows that this website is still little known. It would be appropriate for the museum 
government to develop effective communication which is more incisive and aims at 
expanding the relevant public. 

The data about users’ origin (Table 2) shows where they come from and it enables the 
local audience from the foreign audience. 

Table 2 Users’ continents of origin 

 2016 2017 2018 

Africa 6 0.1% 8 0.1% 19 0.1% 

Americas 295 5.2% 585 6.6% 789 6.2% 

Asia 62 1.1% 215 2.4% 212 1.7% 

Europe 307 5.4% 394 4.4% 930 7.3% 

Italy 5,024 87.9% 7,552 85.1% 10,750 84.4% 

Oceania 5 0.1% 4 0.0% 17 0.1% 

(not set) 19 0.3% 112 1.3% 21 0.2% 

Every year, more than 84% of website’s visitors come from Italy: this data is maybe the 
consequence of the website only being available in Italian. In the future, the possibility to 
select between more languages or simply the implementation of an English version could 
increase the number of accesses from other countries. 

From the literature review, it emerged that the main reasons why traditional museums 
implement the use of websites are the greater dissemination of knowledge regarding the 
preserved artistic heritage, the involvement of users, the procurement of donations for 
their economic support and the full adherence to the established accountability rules. 
Therefore, it was decided to classify each page of the SMN Foundation’s website 
according to these four categories in order to understand how the interest in these areas 
has varied during the period considered. Figure 5 shows the number of pages viewed 
every year for each category. 

Referring to pages displayed for specific goals in 2016 and 2017, the main goal was 
stakeholders’ involvement followed by heritage; in 2018, the main goal was primarily 
heritage. 

It is evident how the increase of interest in the site, associated with the growing 
increase of contacts in years, has been dragged by the success obtained from the section 
concerning the museum’s artistic heritage, which grew by 23% in 2017 and 45% in 2018. 

The artistic heritage of the SMN museum has only been made available in the last 
three years after eight centuries of darkness, when it was hidden in basements of hospital 
and, in more recent years, situated in the rooms of the Local Health Authority as 
furnishing elements or displayed in unpopular and dark corridors of the hospital. 
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The optimisation of its museum pathway through the website, given the great success 
of the artworks in possession, would surely significantly increase the number of people 
interested in the museum. 

Figure 5 Displayed page for specific pursue 

 

From the first year, there has also been some interest from visitors in donations, 
demonstrable by the contacts on the pages dedicated to them. Following a decline in 
2017, this interest grew in 2018 (10%). Although there is a strong orientation toward 
donations to the SMN museum, they have not had the desired success; perhaps it would 
be advisable to continue developing a more effective communication strategy for a 
greater diffusion of the SMN Foundation statute’s fundamental principles, which are 
focused on social factors such as promotion of wellness, the prevention of unhealthy 
experience and the financing of the Local Health Authority’s healthcare projects. 

Finally, we can observe a constant interest in the elements of accountability presented 
on the website, which are a guarantee of the transparency of the organisation. Moreover, 
there are interesting studies that found a positive correlation between accountability and 
the museum’s ability to attract financing (Rentschler and Potter, 1996; Dainelli et al., 
2013; Carnagie and Wolnizer, 1996). 

Finally, following the description of the SMN Foundation website, related to the 
consider museum, data concerning its fruition (number of accesses, used devices, access 
modalities, origins of users and evaluation of correlation between displayed pages and 
their reference to hospital-museum goals) have been examined. 

The results stated how the SMN Foundation website has continuously increased  
the number of contacts with a 121% increase in accesses from 2016 to 2018 coming from 
20 different countries. 

Every visitor can access with different devices and all information about the 
museum’s heritage, accountability, purposes, and initiatives for stakeholder’s 
involvement and donations is available. 
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The growth of access to the site has been driven by the increasing interest in its 
artistic heritage (on average 34% between 2016 and 2018); indeed, 38% of all accesses in 
2016–2018 were visits to the heritage pages. 

The pages concerning the promotion of socio-cultural initiatives and the involvement 
of stakeholders received constant interest, equal to 30% of the website’s total views. 
Analysing the website, the will of the museum’s administration to evidence the particular 
declinations of its social purposes emerged: the realisation of initiatives for healthcare 
promotion, which are fully-fledged goals of the SMN museum in correspondence with 
the principles written on the SMN Foundation statute. 

6 Conclusions 

Web 2.0 has profoundly changed digital communication, creating the conditions for the 
transition from unidirectional communication to dialogic communication (Kent and 
Taylor, 1998; 2002). 

The Web 2.0 revolution has led to the maximum enhancement of websites, the pillars 
on which this epochal change is based. It is precisely the social dimension of Web 2.0 
and its easy fruition that have characterised the website as a virtual square, where 
information, ideas and opinions about everything and everyone are exchanged and shared 
(Cunliffe et al., 2001; Jörgensen, 2004; Bertacchini and Morando, 2013; Osterman, 
2018). The same is true for cultural realities, in particular for museums. The cultural 
sector has always required support in terms of promotion that would allow it to go 
outside its walls, while taking care of its cultural heritage. The website has proved to be a 
valid tool to help the achievement of their specific objectives because it is able to satisfy 
all the specific needs of this particular dimension. At the same time, it has also improved 
the awareness of users, making them feel co-responsible for reality itself; thus, there is 
full participation in the governance of the museum dimension and decision-making by its 
public (López et al., 2010; Pulh and Mencarelli, 2015). 

We have identified the presence of particular museums which are characterised by 
being located in in hospital: the hospital museums. Here, museum and hospital 
dimensions are perfectly integrated, giving added value to each other, and the protection 
and the enhancement of their artistic heritage are pursued through the use of websites as a 
valid tool to support their activity. 

In the literature, we have not found any studies that analyse the organisation, 
management and fruition data of the website use of this special museum; therefore, we 
decided to fill the informative gap with the present paper using the case study method. 

The SMN museum has been identified as a valid case study because it is housed 
inside the working SMN hospital in the historic city centre of Florence. 

Results show that: 

 The implementation of the website in the hospital museum bring the same 
advantages as in the traditional museums, as hypothesised at the beginning of this 
research. In fact, the promotion of the artistic, historical and cultural heritage 
preserved within the hospital museum leads to a greater knowledge of the institution 
itself and, therefore, also of its specific social function in the healthcare sector. 

 The users’ involvement, to achieve the distinguished objectives of hospital 
museums’ education and health promotion, has strong repercussions from 
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organisational-managerial structure because it is necessary to collect the directions 
offered by the public to maintain and strengthen the relationship over time. Thus, it 
is important to possess professional knowledge in website managing and to develop 
a serious communication strategy with a linked system of monitoring and control. 

Although this paper has provided important information regarding the website’s use and 
the entailed consequences and has focused attention on a niche museum like the hospital 
museum, however it has limit mainly linked to the analysis of only one case. Therefore, it 
is appropriate to extend the survey to several hospital museums by performing a  
cross-case analysis, in order to highlight common factors and differences in the website’s 
implementation and try to summarise the information about this particular type of 
museum. 

Another study’s limit has been the inability to evaluate the social media use, which 
today established communication channels, especially for the young. Unfortunately, the 
chosen case study has not yet implemented these although, as emerged in the conducted 
interviews, it intends to develop them. 

The research group wants to deep the conducted study, overcoming its limits and 
developing new lines of investigation. The possible improvements to solve the identified 
criticalities lead to: 

 analyse more realities to be able to compare obtained data and have an overview of 
the website’s use in hospital museums 

 evaluate the adoption of social media and its consequences in the considered 
institutions in terms of promotion, stakeholder engagement and fruition of contents. 

Instead the future developments of the present study, starting from its results, are oriented 
to: 

 conduct a detailed mapping of the museum pathways housed within hospitals in 
Europe 

 study the growth and the evolution of this type of museum in relationship with the 
continuous progress in the medical field and the need to diffuse of the achieved 
results 

 deep the methods of dissemination through social media and website of the specific 
health goals of hospital museums. 
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Notes 

1 ICOM (International Council of Museums by UNESCO) museum definition (2007): 
“Permanent institution in the service of society and its development, open to the public, which 
acquires, conserves, researches communicates and exhibits the tangible and intangible heritage 
of humanity and its environment for the purposes of education, study and enjoyment.” 


