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The New Museum Information Professional 
 
Good morning! My name is Paul Marty and I’m an assistant professor in the College of 
Information at Florida State University.  
 
I’m very sorry that I’m unable to be here in person this morning, but I very much appreciate Erin 
and Len giving me a chance to address you in this video.  
 
With any luck, I may also be present virtually in an instant messenger client, depending on the 
state of the wireless internet access in the Austin airport! 
 
At FSU, I serve as a bridge between LIS and museum studies, drawing on my experiences as a 
faculty member and former museum professional to conduct research in museum informatics.  
 
In general, this means I study the sociotechnical interactions that take place when people, 
information, and technology intersect in museums. 
 
For the past couple of years, I’ve been studying the evolving role of information professionals in 
museums.  
 
I’m very interested in learning how museum and information professionals can work together to 
solve common problems and build upon common experiences.  
 
Museum professionals today face many challenges.  
 
They work in a changing environment where information resources are becoming more 
technically-complex, and where the users of those resources are becoming more information-
savvy.  
 
Over the past decade in particular, the needs and expectations of museum visitors have become 
increasingly sophisticated, and museum professionals are increasingly concerned with ensuring 
that the right information resources are available to all users, inside and outside the museum.  
 
To meet the changing needs and expectations of their visitors, museum professionals need 
expertise in such diverse areas as setting information policy, managing information resources, 
administering content management systems, implementing metadata standards, evaluating 
information interfaces, etc.  
 
From a conceptual perspective, these are not new problems: museum professionals have a great 
deal of experience with information management and have been using computer technologies to 
track information since the 1960s.  
 
From a practical perspective, however, today’s museum professionals are being forced to 
develop increasingly sophisticated information management skills. And it is this pressure that is 
giving rise to what we are calling here the “new” museum information professional. 
 



Of course, museum professionals, along with librarians and archivists, have wrestled with 
information management issues for thousands of years as they worked to preserve and advance 
the state of human knowledge.  
 
Given their skills in information organization, most museum professionals can be considered 
information professionals in some sense, and many museum employees, particularly museum 
librarians and registrars, have LIS backgrounds with extensive experience in information 
management.  
 
Despite these caveats, there is a clear sense that a new type of museum information professional 
has emerged in recent years. Museum researchers and practitioners have been discussing the 
emergence of and need for this role for at least a decade:  
 

For example, in 1997, Guy Hermann wrote  “Perhaps there is a new role in museums for 
an 'information manager' who is charged with caring for the museum's information. The 
information manager should know standards, understand how they can be implemented 
for each museum system, and, most important, advocate their use within the museum. 
Few, if any, museums have a staff position with this title now, but the function will 
become increasingly important as we integrate information systems into our daily work” 
(Wired Museum, p.75). 

 
Defining this new role is challenging, in part because the responsibilities of information 
professionals have evolved along with the changing roles of museums in the information society.  
 
This becomes especially obvious when one examines job descriptions written by museum 
administrators seeking database managers, information architects, or similar positions:   
 

For example, in 2001, the Natural History Museum in London searched for an 
“experienced, energetic, and innovative manager who can lead the dynamic development 
of the Museum’s information infrastructure” whose job would be to “coordinate the 
strategic development and positioning of the Museum […] by advocating, developing, 
and managing systems and technologies for collecting, sharing and disseminating 
information about the natural world gathered from both within and without the museum.”  

 
What these examples illustrate is the challenge of defining an evolving position that is still in the 
process of defining itself.  
 
The role of the museum information professional is changing so rapidly that any attempt to 
define precisely the responsibilities associated with it likely would become quickly outdated, 
especially if one attempts to specify particular skills or technologies as requirements.  
 
In seeking individuals capable of filling such a position, museum administrators need employees 
who are just as capable of helping them define the very role they need to play in the museum.  
 
Despite these problems, the benefits that information professionals bring to museums are clear.  
 



Information and communication technologies in museums are changing so rapidly that museums 
need employees who can guide them through the basic hazards of planning digitization projects, 
purchasing collections information systems, or joining online data sharing consortia.  
 
While some roles can be outsourced, museums that do not have at least some IT skills in-house 
will likely find themselves paying increasingly expensive consultants if they wish to continue to 
meet the constantly evolving demands of their information-savvy audiences. 
 
Even more important than the technical skills they possess, however, is how museum 
information professionals use their abilities to help the museum’s users access the museum’s 
information resources.  
 
While there is no question that technical skills are crucial, museum information professionals 
need to look beyond their specific technical abilities, and see that it is not what they can do that 
is important, but how they do it from the users’ perspective.  
 
It is important to view information technology as a means to an end, one that allows museums to 
reach their users and fulfill their mission by incorporating new technologies into different aspects 
of museum activities. 
 
The real challenge for museum information professionals lies not with implementing technology, 
but with understanding the principles behind it, and how those principles affect the people who 
access information in the museum environment. 
 
In their new role, the ability to configure a server or complete a catalog record becomes less 
important for museum information professionals than the ability to identify and solve problems 
of information access, provision, and communication.  
 
As new technologies emerge and needs and expectations evolve, the physical manifestations of 
their skills may change, but the underlying importance of the skills they offer will not.  
 
The true value of museum information professionals lies not in their ability to solve individual 
technology problems; it lies in their ability to comprehend of the future of information work in 
museums and the impact of information technologies on the job of the museum professional.  
 
To build upon this introduction, I have prepared three questions for discussion, which Len has 
kindly agreed to moderate.  
 
My questions cover some of the challenges museum information professionals face, and ask 
what we can do to help them do their jobs better.  
 
Once again, I’m very sorry that I couldn’t be here in person, but I certainly hope you all enjoy 
discussing these issues and I very much look forward to learning the results.  
 
Thank you very much! 
 


