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Museum Lambert van Meerten: A volunteer showing the interactive information design / Photo: Author

Introduction

1	 Roos J., Hoebink D. and Kok A. 2019, �Metamorphosis: the transformation of Dutch museums�. Available at https://books.bk.tudelft.nl/press/catalog/book/697 
(Accessed March 2023); research coordinated by Silvia Naldini (TU�Delft) and supported �nancially by the Rondeltappe-Bernoster-Kemmers Foundation.

There are small museums throughout the Netherlands and most of them 
are run by volunteers. These two facts alone suggest that they may have 
a high social value. Their mere existence indicates a local social initiative, 
which, while often initiated by an individual, could only come to fruition 
through the dedicated contribution of a community � often of volunteers.

Volunteers and volunteerism are the cornerstone of the continued 
existence of the small museum. It is therefore essential gauge the 
awareness of the volunteers of the present state and mission of 
their museum and to know what they wish for its�future.

Small museums in the Netherlands are facing an ever-more 
uncertain future. They need to accommodate raising energy 
prices while at the same needing to invest in measures to 
reduce their energy use for the sake of the environment. They 
are expected to become more independent, increase their 
(educational) offering and spearhead reevaluation of historical 
narratives, often reevaluating critically the very assumptions on 
which they were founded. Concurrently, the number of people 
willing to volunteer in museums is decreasing. Small museums 
are, proverbially speaking, trying to weather a perfect storm, 
while being expected to take on an even bigger load [FIG.�1.2]. 
This book is premised on the assumption of the essential 
contribution of volunteers to the survival of small museum. The 
enthusiasm with which museum volunteers have participated 
in and contributed to the research described in this book is in 
itself already proof of the veracity of this statement.

Museum volunteers hold the keys to a durable transformation 
of the small�museum. A museum cannot, after all, exist without 
the people who on a daily basis curate its collection and 
narrative and recreate the special experience of a visit every 
day.

This book is the sixth in the Rondeltappe series, and is 
thematically linked to book four � Metamorphosis, the 
transformation of Dutch museums�, which re�ected on the 
consequence of�1990-1998��Deltaplan voor Cultuurbehoud� 
(Delta Plan for Cultural Preservation).1 The research on the 
transformation of Dutch museums, was carried out at the 
Faculty of Architecture of the Delft University of Technology 
and involves not only the transformation of the museum as 
a building, but more aspects within an integral and holistic 
approach. This type of approach characterizes the Section for 
Heritage and Architecture, in which three chairs collaborate 
on three fundamental aspects in dealing with heritage: the 
assessment of its value, its technical state and addressing the 
need for intervention through adaptive design [FIG.�1.1].
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1 � The transformation of small 
museums in the Netherlands
From people to architecture

2	 Popovic M., �Musea kunnen niet zonder vr�willigers�. Museumpeil, No. 33, 2010, pp 4-6; https://museumconsulenten.nl/wp-content/uploads/2020/10/Museum-
peil-33-LCM-2010.pdf (Accessed March 2023).

3	 �Groot deel van de musea in de rode c�fers�. NRC Handelsblad, 12 9 2022. Visitors 2021 - 11.8 M; Visitors 2020 - 13.2 M; Visitors 2019 before Corona pandemic � 32.6 M�
4	 �De subsidieperiode voor de culturele basisinfrastructuur van vier jaar wordt niet verlengd�. NRC Handelsblad, 20 10 2022.

This book is about �small� museums in the Netherlands and their potential 
to become cultural hubs for social contacts. The term �small� refers to 
the size of a variety of museums scattered all over the country and can 
be de�ned as museums staffed mainly by volunteers, and with a formally 
employed sta�ng component of a maximum of�2�fte (full time equivalent). 

Small museums range in scale from regional to neighbourhood 
museums and include heritage homes. A small museum can 
be as small as one exposition room. Small museums may 
display a rich collection with a clear material value, or present 
intangible values like a narrative or a message to society. In any 
case, attaching loyal visitors and residents in its area is very 
important to the museum. These visitors and local residents are 
often also the volunteers running the museum. The volunteers 
don�t only ful�ll different tasks in the museum, but also know 
their neighbourhood.2 They are especially valued for their 
ability to attract people from both the Netherlands and foreign 
countries. Volunteers can contribute enormously to broadening 
the perspectives of a museum, including its direct vicinity, and 
potentially reaching much further. This does not necessarily 

require upscaling a museum and thereby potentially radically 
altering its character. Volunteer-groups can be extended to 
include vulnerable groups and can become a means to stimulate 
inclusion and solve societal problems related to�seclusion. 
Museums in the Netherlands generally have di�culty to cope 
�nancially, but this is especially evident in the current di�cult 
economic situation. They need to recover after two years of 
COVID-19�restrictions and contend with a dramatic decrease of 
visitor numbers since�2019, as often reported in newspapers.3 
Small museums are also very dependent on subsidies and remain 
vulnerable in the face of changing local government policies.4 It�is 
no wonder that most small museums are currently developing 
strategies and looking for innovative solutions to increase their 
visibility and attractiveness to different groups of people. 
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Nederlands Steendrukmuseum: information display / Photo: Author

2 � Volunteers now 
and in the future
Engagement and tasks

19	 Veer van der K., Merkus M., Panhu�zen B. 2016, op cit.

Volunteers in heritage conservation: maintaining a delicate balance
Bart Ankersmit, Cultural Heritage Agency (RCE)

The management, and in particular the conservation of 
museum collections, is a delicate matter that requires a 
professional approach. Many museums employ conservators 
and curators to handle, study and manage their collections. 
Small museums, however, often rely on the time and energy of 
volunteers, who often do not have necessary competencies 
for the managing and conservation of collections. This chapter 
discusses challenges that emerge when deploying volunteers 
in an ever-professionalising museum sector in order to suggest 
a way�forward. In this contribution the focus will lie on the 
challenges related to the conservation activities typically 
performed by volunteers in small�museums.

In�2016�several heritage organisations in the Netherlands 
investigated the deployment of volunteers in museums.19 
For�this study,�637�museums were asked to �ll out a 
questionnaire, of which�263�responded. 

The results showed�that:

	� 17�325�volunteers were active in�263�museums, which 
amounts to an average of�66�volunteers per�museum;

	� approximately�90 percent of the volunteers were over�60�years 
of�age;

	� 49 percent of the museums indicated that most volunteers 
had been active as volunteer for�8�or more�years;

	� 78 percent of the respondents indicated that 
volunteers were involved in collection management and 
preservation�activities;

	� the most important bottlenecks mentioned to volunteer 
policy were professionalism and quality (45 percent), and the 
availability of volunteers (42 percent).

These results are still valid as many museums continue to 
depend on the efforts of volunteers. Also, activities that are 
normally performed by experts are nowadays also done by 
volunteers. 
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Volunteers in small museums in the Netherlands: nurturing and engaging
Ellen Steendam, Marloes Wellenberg en Janneke van Es, Erfgoedhuis Zuid-Holland

23	 https://www.museumregisternederland.nl/Portals/0/Museumnorm%202020.pdf (Accessed March 2023).

�Are you saying that visitors really want to know in advance how 
long our guided walk takes? Surely it does not really matter. It�s 
their day off. When I�m in a good mood, the walk takes about an 
hour and a half. When I�m not, we�re back within�45�minutes.� 
This quote is from a volunteer that participated in a training 
exercise on engaging with visitors. It gives an insight into the 
daily practice of some small museums and heritage sites. One 
of the other participants, connected to the museum where 
the course took place, left unexpectedly when a pair of visitors 
showed up that were interested in a tour. The training session 
was planned months in advance, but there were no other guides 
available at the moment and he did not want to disappoint the 
visitors. A recent call for new volunteers in the local paper had 
sadly not resulted in any new applicants and the museum was 
understaffed. These examples illustrate the importance of 
volunteer management and show how indispensable volunteers 
are to most, if not all, museums.

Committed volunteers
The Netherlands has a rich museum landscape. Museums of 
different shapes and sizes can be found in its various provinces,  
cities, towns and villages. Many of these museums work with 
volunteers: they ful�ll front-o�ce tasks such as providing 
guided tours and welcoming visitors, but also help organise 
exhibitions or partake in the care of the collection. Small 
museums often fully depend on volunteers and do not employ 
any paid staff. This chapter explores volunteer management 
policies and procedures in the Netherlands. What is required 
and which tools and resources are available to�museums?

Dutch accreditation for Museums (Museumregister)
Of the more than�1�260�museums in the Netherlands, 
around�500�are accredited and listed in the Museumregister. 
Registering with the Museumregister requires that a museum 
complies with a norm that sets the standard on how museums are 
run, how they look after their collections and how they interact 
with their users.23 The accreditation is available to museums of 
all sizes, from large national museums to small volunteer-run 
museums. Accreditation is optional, so museums do not have 
to register, but the status of �registered museum� is considered 
valuable and important in the museum sector, not least because 
accredited museums can join the list of museums that are 
accessible with the very popular Netherlands Museum�Pass.

Volunteer management is one of the factors that is taken 
into account when applying for the accreditation with the 
Museumregister. One of the criteria addresses personnel 
and volunteer policy and procedures. For instance, a written 
policy is required that describes the vision of the museum on 
working with volunteers and in which tasks for volunteers are 
de�ned. Furthermore, speci�c details need to be included on 
procedures�regarding:

1	 Recruitment and selection of volunteers
2	 Supervision and mentoring of volunteers
3	 Basic conditions such as consultation with and participation 

of volunteers and clear agreements setting out the roles and 
responsibilities of volunteers

4	 Retaining and rewarding (the work of) volunteers
5	 How to end a work relationship with the volunteer
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Dealing with the challenges of small museums in the Netherlands: 
the�need�for�an�ecosystem�of�volunteers
Licia Calvi, Breda University of Applied Sciences and Arnold P.O.S. Vermeeren, Delft University of Technology

The Hidden Gems project � a collaborative project based on 
graduation projects in Interaction and Experience Design at 
Breda University of Applied Sciences and Delft University 
of Technology � studied small museums in the regions Zuid 
Holland and Brabant. The aim was to understand how prepared 
small museums are to face a future that is very much digital. 
Innovation, broadly speaking, seems to be a stumbling block for 
small museums, who consequently have di�culty to formulate 
and implement�responses.

Because small museums are mostly run by volunteers, any 
intervention aimed at helping museums to innovate should not 
only be addressed at volunteers, but should also cater to the 
volunteers� perspective, including their needs and their skills. To 
explore the volunteers� perspective, a workshop with volunteers 
from small museums in Zuid Holland and Brabant was 
carried out in March�2020�in collaboration with Erfgoedhuis-
Zuid‑Holland [FIG.�3.4,�3.5].

The participants were involved in facilitated co-creative and co-
designing sessions in which they were asked in small groups to 
re�ect on, and design their ideal museum�experience.

The most urgent issue that emerged is the need to lower the 
threshold, or to facilitate improved access to small museums 
and to connect them better with a broader public that is not 
only younger, but also more diverse (Table�3.3).

Reaching a younger audience is not per se the most important 
ambition small museums have, because they are aware that 
they are competing with more attractive offerings, speci�cally 
for teenagers. However, they do recognise that having younger 
people in their networks and being able to engage them actively 
is key to bridging the technological divide, because it facilitates 
knowledge exchange between generations and gives new 
perspectives to the museum. More generally, capacity building 
and community engagement are seen as crucial areas for future 
investment for small museums. This will help them to become 
part of a committed ecosystem of very diverse stakeholders 
from various sectors that can offer support, and which forms 
a community of practice within which to share resources and 
ideas. This appeals to the volunteers because it is within their 
reach and resonates with their �traditional� way of engagement 
with the�museum.

De�ning common interests and hurdles and creating a 
supportive network to collaborate with allows volunteers to 
learn from each other�s best and less successful practices. 
Such an approach appears less �nancially daunting and 
personally risky, while, at the same time, it extends the mainly 
social character of volunteering in small�museums.

In conclusion, acknowledging the social value that volunteering 
has for volunteers and identifying competencies that honour 
that value � like the networking and capacity building activities � 
was recognised as a way to empower volunteers and ultimately 
small museums�themselves.
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Volunteers: from unpaid to priceless
Max Me�er and Petra Timmer, TiMe Amsterdam - museums and heritage consultants

25   �Stelling WOI Museum�, Historisch Nieuwsblad, 24 06 2014.
26   Museumvereniging, �Museumc�fers 2019�.
27   Walz G., �Het grondmotief is liefde, onderzoek vr�willigerswerkbeleid� available at www.vr�willigerswerk.nl (Accessed June 2022)
28   Museumvereniging, �Museumc�fers 2020�.
29   Veer van der K., Merkus M., Panhu�zen B. 2016, �Vr�willigers: p�lers onder de musea�, op cit., 2016.
30   Idem p. 2.

The Netherlands is one of the richest countries in the world, 
as politicians and policy makers often like to note. It is also the 
country with the self-proclaimed highest museum density in 
the world.25 This claim has not been validated, but it sounds 
appealing. The visitor numbers were � until COVID-19�threw a 
spanner in the works � impressive: the number of museum visits 
nationally rose to a record high of�32.6�million in�2019.26 The 
Dutch museum sector is vital, innovative and has a signi�cant 
social impact. The large contribution of unpaid workers to this 
sector however is glaring: volunteers provide museums with 
their labour, knowledge, skills and access to networks and 
communities. Volunteers contribute broadly speaking in two 
important areas: through day-to-day museum work and by 
serving on museum (supervisory)�boards.

Small museum institutions depend enormously on volunteers 
with regard to operational activities. It is however less well 
known that formal supervisory board tasks at almost all 
museums are performed voluntarily by professionals . This 
produces an interesting picture: that �nal responsibility for 
large national museums is assigned to supervisory boards that 
are not paid themselves but decide on the appointment and 
performance of (paid) directors, and supervise the social and 
�nancial performance of�museums.

From a societal perspective, three values are often attributed 
to voluntary work: the interest for the volunteers themselves, 
the interest for the institution and the interest for society 
as a whole.27 At the institutional level, the added value of 

volunteers as labour force seems to be mainly �nancial. 
The annual Museum Figures that the Museum Association 
publishes con�rm the great dependence of the Dutch museum 
sector on volunteers:�67�percent of the total working hours at 
museums concerns unpaid work by volunteers and trainees. 
Almost�19�percent of museums are completely dependent 
on such workers. However, according to the same source, this 
dependency is also precarious. Forty percent of museums 
now experience a shortage of volunteers, due to the ageing 
population and the effects of the Covid-19�crisis.28 The survey 
�Vr�willigers: p�lers onder de musea� even states that ninety 
percent of the respondents indicate that volunteers and 
trainees are indispensable. Of these�72�percent of the museum 
who participated in this survey mention �nancial necessity as the 
primary reason for working with volunteers. The added value of the 
expertise brought by volunteers scores much lower (11�percent), 
followed by the support that the museum acquires in the local 
community (9�percent). Only�8�percent of the respondent museums 
use volunteers because of their knowledge and experience.29 
This and other studies give the impression that volunteers mainly 
contribute to the operational objectives of museums. It is also 
striking that�90�percent of the museums indicate that they have a 
clear vision of the way in which volunteers are deployed.30

The social function of volunteerism is interesting. Museums 
recognize the role of volunteers in connecting museums and 
communities, and their role as ambassadors. The question is 
whether museums are not overlooking opportunities in this 
regard. In our consultancy practice, we often see museums 
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Luther Museum: A view through a cupboard door / Photo: Author

3 � The case studies
The case studies include the analysis of the museums and the results of a 
workshop with the�volunteers.

List of analysed museums
1	 Museum Thorn, Thorn
2	 Nederlands Steendrukmuseum, Valkenswaard
3	 Museun Paul Tetar van Elven, Delft
4	 Volksbuurtmuseum, Utrecht
5	 Huis van Meerten, Delft
6	 Luther Museum, Amsterdam
7	 Streekmuseum Vredegoed, Tienhoven

Illustrations by Julie Vrindts and Rosa de�Wolf.
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Museum De Voorde: a museum that closed in 2022 due to a lack of funding / Photo: Author

4 � Re�ection

33	 Naldini S., Ioannou I., Hadjimichael M., Musso S.F., Pompejano F., Du�ek O., �Legislation and practice. The case of historic concrete buildings�, Journal of Cultural 
Heritage Management and Sustainable Development, 2023

The Section for Heritage & Architecture (H&A) at the Faculty of 
Architecture at Delft University of Technology carried out this research 
on the small museums and their potential to undergo an integral 
transformation in cooperation with the Cultural Heritage Agency (RCE). 
It builds on the lesson learnt in previous research on the transformation 
of large museum (�Metamorphosis�) and vacant churches (�KaDEr�). The 
project�s main hypothesis is that a transformation can only be successful 
when it is integral. 

An integral museum transformation calls for the consideration 
of not only the building and its location, but also of its present 
and potential users. This is in line with the holistic approach 
advocated by H&A. The conservation and continued existence 
of cultural heritage buildings is deemed to only be possible 
with the continuous involvement of key stakeholders. This is a 
fundamental point that is widely supported internationally.33

Volunteers represent the very soul of the small museum, 
the existence of which they contribute to with their time, 
knowledge, activities and ideas. These volunteers often 
reside in the neighbourhood of the museum. Volunteers are 
ideally placed to engage other residents and contribute to 
both increasing the visitor numbers and to a change in the 
appreciation of the museum. 

In this way, the small museum can become a cultural and social 
magnet that also attracts people of other cultural backgrounds 
or include people feeling marginalised in the activities and 
narratives presented by small museums. Small museums can 
enhance social integration. Some already do. All small museums 
can become social hubs for their local�communities.

The following re�ection considers the experiences gained 
during this research. It discusses the method, presents 
re�ective discussion with experts, considers the outcomes, 
speci�cally in the light of the Faro Convention and presents 
the conclusions and recommendations as result for this 
research�project.
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Stained glass window in the Abbey Church , Thorn / Photo: Author

Conclusions and 
recommendations
Small museums are unfairly perceived as being static and dull. 
The�contrary is true: they are dynamic and continuously changing. This 
change is a force that, if steered, can be harnessed for societal bene�t.

The activities of small museums ripple through their local 
communities. Small museums matter to small communities, not 
only as custodians of object and narratives of historic interest 
and value, but as social anchor points. Small museums give a 
valuable sense of purpose to the daily lives of their volunteers. 
These sometimes-marginal institutions contribute to local 
identity and provide a valuable theatre for social engagement 
where a diverse range of people meet, either through service to 
the museum, or as hosts to visitors in service of the museum. 
Volunteers are the hands and feet, eyes and ears, face and voice 
of the museum body corpus. But they can also help captain 
the ship. With their extensive experience in the day-to-day 
operations, and their engagement in the local community 
their input can make the difference between an intervention 
and a sustainable and durable transformation. Volunteers 
think strategically about the future of the museum. They have 
an ear on the ground and know what�s at issue in their local 
communities: this knowledge is essential for a successful 
transformation of the �small museum�, not in the least because 
it is so dependent on its local community. With a little bit of help 
� strategically and �nancially ��small museums can transcend 
their role as presenters of curiosa and narrators of a history, 
to become full-�edged social hubs: something that they to a 
lesser extent implicitly already�are.

This research aimed to develop and test a method with which to 
assist museums to distill a vision for their future, based on the 
experiences, tacit knowledge and insights of the volunteers. 
Volunteers can contribute to forming policy on operationality 
and sustainability on all�levels.

The role of the researchers of this project was not to present 
steps to achieve a sustainable transformation, even if this is 
what was often expected by participants. This research rather 
aimed to facilitate the museum and volunteers to discover, for 
themselves, their own vision on a wished-for transformation. 
In so doing the method and outcomes of this project 
fundamentally reframes the role of director and the architect. 
No longer should they or others, see themselves as master 
creator and visionaries, but as master listeners. As already 
noted by architect, educator and leading conservationist 
Wessel de�Jonge:

The architect should not necessarily be a top specialist, but 
rather be an integrator, operating in a team and collaborating 
with consultants. Their role include, for instance, the providing 
of advice on historic research, building physics, climate design 
and structural engineering. It also sometimes means cooperating 
with fellow architects with different �elds of expertise. The role 
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Appendix
Transformatie van musea � de b�drage van de vr�willigers

Kleine musea hebben een enorme maatschappel�ke waarde en potentie. 
Ze functioneren als culturele centra en hebben de potentie om hubs 
te worden en zo de sociale cohesie in de steek/regio te stimuleren. 
Het streven naar deze cohesie is in l�n met de ambitie van het Faro 
programma van de Raad van�Europa. 

De trend onder kleine musea is om hun eigen duurzame bestaan 
te bestendigen door het uitbouwen van hun maatschappel�ke 
meerwaarde door meer interactie met de omgeving, de w�k, 
het dorp of de stad te�zoeken. Deze musea willen fysiek en 
maatschappel�k meer open en toegankel�k worden en hiervoor 
gaan ze nu een proces van transformatie tegemoet. Een 
transformatie is alt�d een complex en integraal proces, waarb� 
de architectuur van het museum en de manier van presenteren 
van de collectie en het narratief en belangr�ke rol spelen, maar 
het betrekken van stakeholders, bewoners en gemeenten is 
ook fundamenteel. Vr�willigers vormen in veel gevallen de 
ruggengraat van een klein museum en z�n daarnaast vaak in de 
omgeving woonachtig. Ze kennen het museum en haar fysieke 
en maatschappel�ke context heel goed en hebben ideeºn en 
wensen over haar bestaan en�toekomst.

Omdat de vr�willigers een warme band hebben met het museum 
z�n hun mening, wensen en tw�fels heel waardevol om mee te 
nemen in de transformatie van het museum. De TU Delft heeft 
daarom een workshop georganiseerd met de vr�willigers om 
deze mening, wensen en tw�fels vast te stellen. Het doel van de 

workshop is het ontwikkelen van een duidel�ke en gefundeerde 
onderlegger voor een transformatievisie, op basis van de kennis 
en verwachtingen van de vr�willigers.  Hiermee vertaalt de 
workshop zich in een contributie voor de transformatie. Deze 
contributie is waardevol voor het bestuur van het museum, de 
opdrachtgever, en het betrokken�architectenbureau.

Werkw�ze: de deelnemers - in groepen verdeeld - werden 
gevraagd, om hun mening over verschillende aspecten inherent 
aan museumgebouw, missie, collectie, omgeving, medewerkers 
en publiek te geven. Er werd rekening gehouden met de 
materiele en immateriºle waarden van de instelling. Per aspect 
werd hen gevraagd om hun mening te geven over de bestaande 
situatie, de kansen die er z�n, en naar hun�wensen.

Rapportage: sommige aspecten worden vanuit verschillende 
perspectieven geadresseerd. Er is getracht om deze te 
groeperen, maar soms is een herhaling nodig, omdat een 
speci�eke benadering van hetzelfde aspect iets meer toevoegt. 
Kleine toevoegingen, niet expliciet geadresseerd t�dens de 
workshop, z�n in deze rapportage cursief�geschreven.
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