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Abstract 

The concept of a design museum, while familiar in Europe and the United States, is relatively new to South Korea. Art exhibitions or 

galleries usually do not include the field of design, as art and design have different characteristics. However, design museums are 

necessary to accurately spread design knowledge. The goal of this paper was to find out how design museums are reacting to the 

global COVID-19 pandemic [1].A design museum allows people to experience socially relevant and innovative designs. In Europe 

and Western countries, the public has access to both physical and online design museums, and because of COVID-19, online 

resources have become a source of culture and emotional support[2].This study explores diverse design museums as case studies 

by analyzing the characteristics of the museums both online and offline, particularly in how they have responded to COVID-19. 

Keywords: Design Museum, COVID-19, Communication, Communication Platform, Emotional Support, Culture, Online Culture, 

Digitaldesign Museum 

1. Introduction 

1.1. What is a Design Museum? 

Museums and exhibitions are known mostly for providing a showcase of artworks or historical artifacts. 

However, design museums serve a different purpose. According to ‘International Art Magazine Apollo’, a 

design museum presents diverse designs along with history and a story [3]. While prevalent in Europe and 

North America, the only design museum in Asia is the Red Dot Design Museum in Singapore.  

It is important to clarify the difference between a traditional museum and a design museum. According to 

Heller and Pettit [4], the purpose of a design museum is to reveal the importance and the impact of design 

on the social, cultural, and economic growth of society. A design museum not only gives accurate and 

precise knowledge about design, it also illustrates the differences between art and design, opening the 

public’s eyes to a deeper understanding of the chorology of design. 

Design museums create new relationships between the design industry and the public [5], increasing the 

popularity and awareness of the designs that have influenced society [6]. The typical design museum has 

three missions to plan: 1) exhibitions, 2) collections, and 3) public education efforts. Most design museums 

try to reach out to the widest audience possible, providing various programs categorized into groups or by 

age. Design museums present mostly interactive exhibitions that teach visitors about design vividly and 

clearly while stimulating their curiosity and increasing their design communication skills [7]. 

The COVID-19 pandemic has necessitated that design museums also provide online programs [1].The 

impossibility of visiting a physical location has encouraged the public to access online platforms to enjoy 

design museums safely [8]. Thus, the spread of the virus has created a boon in the digital presentation of 

culture in the field of design [2].The digital space has become what “people will rely on, coming up with 

incredibly imaginative ways to find connections even when they are not in the same physical space 
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together” [9]. Thus, online programs are likely to be the new communication platform [Figure 1] for 

creating connections with which individuals can receive positive emotional feedback and comfort [10]. 

Figure 1. People Who Participated in MIT’s COVID-19 Challenge 

 

2. Theoretical Background 

2.1 The Difference between Art and Design 

A generalized definition of design from ‘Dictionary.com’ is “to prepare the preliminary sketch or the plans 

for a work to be executed, especially to plan the form and structure of” [11]. When used as a verb, design 

means to build, organize, construct, etc. While design can be seen in diverse areas of life, the most 

common way for the public to explore design is at a modern art museum or other art exhibitions. However, 

art exhibitions do not offer a comprehensive understanding of the field of design. Indeed, art and design 

have different characteristics [12], and this clarification is crucial to understanding the importance of 

design. Although this topic has been debated for a long time, it is possible to find “the core principles of 

each craft” [13]. 

Table 1. Comparisons of Art and Design 

 Art Design 

differences 

• liberty: no rules 

• free to extend the topic 

• can be diversely interpreted  

• sends a different message for 
everyone 

• creates a bond between the 
artist and the audience  

• judged by personal taste 

• restrained under regulation 
and rules  

• design has a specific purpose  

• sends the same message to 
everyone 

• design’s purpose is to 
communicate a message 

• design motivates the viewer 
to do something 

• design is art combined with 
science and engineering 

similarity 
• visual compositions 

• both art and design contains beauty 

 
Artist Maurizio Cattelan believes art and design are not the same disciplines:“What interests me is the 

overlapping of different areas, such as art and design, or art and fashion” [14].Thus, while art and design 

may seem similar,each field is distinct [Table 1]. Although design includes some sources of art, it has a 

different core value [15].First and foremost, art allows the creator more liberty. The artist is free to extend 
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the topic of their work and express their opinion through it. Art can be diversely interpreted, depending on 

the audience, regardless of the artist’s intention.  

Works of design can be a source of expression, but this is uncommon. Typically, it is hard to maintain a 

balance between the personal view of the artist and the requirements of the design given by the person 

commissioning it. Consequently, design is more constrained and often has regulations, resulting in the 

meaning and understanding of design being more straightforward than that of art. Thus, it is possible to 

interpret design as art combined with science and engineering.  

According to the scholars Ralph and Wand, design “incorporates seven elements: agent, object, 

environment, goals, primitives, requirements and constraints” [16].Designers, unlike artists, collaborate not 

only with engineers, but also with reality: they must consider whether an ideation can be realized or not. In 

this sense, the designer has more challenges to face than the artist, such as discussing the technical 

possibilities with engineers, difficulties due to a lack of technical skills, or certain government regulations, 

and has to negotiate between designers, technicians, and related actors. 

Indeed, designers know that “the understanding of what design can really vary across companies, 

organization, and teams” [12]. Ralph and Wand assisted that the design project conceptual model is based 

on the view that projects are temporal trajectories of work systems that include human agents who work 

to design systems for stakeholders and use resources and tools to accomplish this task” [16]. If a certain 

design has a commercial purpose, then the related company, advertiser, designer, technician, and many 

others must collaborate as a team.  

Overall, based on the definition of design from various perspectives, I agree with the scholars and 

designers. I also think that design is the combination of various elements that improve existing objects with 

a creative idea. Hence, art “asks questions” and design “answers” them[17].If art creates a new concept, 

design take sexisting problems or concepts and develops or organizes the min a way that is helpful to 

society [17].There are several principles guiding good design, while art has no boundaries or limitations 

[18]. 

While it is hard to imagine the world without design, design is less approachable than art. The purpose of a 

design museum is to lessen the gap between people and design; as art works are displayed in art museums, 

various types of design are exhibited in design museums. Often a distinctive characteristic of design 

museums is their interactive style of exhibition. Unfortunately, COVID-19 has become a barrier for those 

wanting to learn about design by visiting design museums. Under the global pandemic, design museums 

that emphasize interactive experiences have reacted by implementing different methods of exhibition and 

programs. By comparing and researching the case studies of design museums, innovative programs with 

originality will be founded for people. 

3. Case Studies of Design Museums: How Countries are Managing Design 

Museums under the Covid-19 

3.1 Het Nieuwe Instituut: Rotterdaam (Germany) 

The top priority of the Netherlands is to reduce the number of infections throughout the country. 

Statistically, the Netherlands’ 77,688 coronavirus cases and 6,246 deaths constitute a severe situation 

[19].The Netherlands has enforced several basic rules for its citizens since March 2020.This study is 

concerned with the rules related to cultural aspects and hygiene, such as requiring that, if possible, citizens 

should work from home, avoid crowded areas, and walk around during busy hours [20]. Also, hand shaking 
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is strongly discouraged, and people should stand 1.5metersapart. The instructions on maintaining physical 

distance apply to everyone over the age of 18 [21]. The maximum number of people in an indoor setting is 

limited to 100, especially where the flow of people is active, such as in shops or museums [21].These rules 

apply to all areas. For the purpose of this case study, information has been gathered specifically on 

Rotterdam, where the design museum Het Nieuwe Instituut is located.  

Rotterdam has a website for tourist information [22]. There, people can learn about the overall culture of 

Rotterdam and its famous attractions. The website also includes information on the additional measures 

put in place in response to COVID-19. The limited number of people at indoor gatherings for Rotterdam is 

the same as those given by the Dutch government. In the case of museums and monuments, whether they 

are open depends on the maximum number of visitors and the health condition of those visitors [22]. For 

some attractions and museums, an online reservation is needed. The city’s online platform also encourages 

people to make an online reservation by offering a discount using the Rotterdam Welcome Card [22]. In 

this way, Rotterdam is trying to keep the attractions and museums open by regulating the number of 

visitors to them. 

Het Nieuwe Instituut is a design museum in Rotterdam that specializes in architecture, design, and digital 

design [23]. The institute has implemented a specific plan for functioning during the pandemic. Relevant 

information about COVID-19 can be found on the front page of the Het Nieuwe Instituut website [20]. 

Currently, tickets are only available through online reservations, allowing the museum to control the 

attendance numbers. The Het Nieuwe Instituut also provides various programs and projects through an 

online platform. Thus, it allows the public to enjoy the design museum both offline and online [24]. The 

website also shows previews of on-going offline projects. Visitors who access the website can also enjoy 

various programs offered by the design museum. In both online and offline visiting, the museum has 

created interactive ways for visitors to experience designs [24]. In this way, the museum helps reduce the 

cases of depression due to the difficult psychological conditions caused by the coronavirus.  

The Het Nieuwe Instituut also introduced a specialized idea called “Thursday Night Live!” [Figure 2]. This is 

a weekly program of lectures and discussions on architecture, culture, and design offered both online and 

offline and created not only by Dutch designers but also by those from other countries [25].By creating a 

space tocommunicate, the Het Nieuwe Instituut provides an interactive experience that brings people 

together so they can receive emotional comfort and relieve the stress caused by the pandemic.  

The Het Nieweu Instituut has also found a creative way to keep people safe at the museum’s physical 

location. The design agency 75 B (RensMuis and PierterVos), known for their colorful, bold, and playful 

designs, designed the floor of the museum [26] in such a way that it intuitively delivers the message of 

social distancing [Figure 3].“It's a graphic language that people intuitively recognize,” says Vos. “Abstract 

electric chemistry” is how Pieter Vos sums up 75B’s way finding design for Het Nieuwe Instituut [Figure 4]. 

The designers realized that the new reality created by the arrival of COVID-19 calls for a new language [26]. 
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Figure 3. Sketch for 'Abstract Electric Chemistry' Routing Design by 75B 

 

Figure 4. Abstract Electronic Chemistry 

 

Thus, the Het Nieuwe Instituut has altered their exhibition style along with the social circumstances. It has 

expanded its online programs which are interactive digital contents for users. It has reacted well to the 

global pandemic with its online plat form that is formed with various digital contents. Also, the exhibitions 

at its physical location are still open to the public while continuously reminding people to maintain COVID-

19 safety measures. 

3.2 The London Design Museum (The United Kingdom) 

The government of the United Kingdom wants the country to function as close to normal as possible. It is 

also trying to avoid new infections while minimizing the number of deaths and maximizing citizens’ health 

[27].It has announced three simple actions to fight the coronavirus:1) wash your hands, 2) cover your 

mouth and nose in enclosed spaces, and 3) stay 2 meters apart or 1 meter with a face covering [28].On 

September 23, 2020, the total number of confirmed cases in the United Kingdom is 398,629 with 41,788 

deaths [29].Like other countries, the U.K. has emphasized maintaining social distance and limiting the size 

of gatherings [30]. This means that, regardless of the size of the space, groups of more than six people are 

not permitted, except for special occasions such as funerals and weddings [31]. For those occasions, the 

legal number allowed to gather is 30 [32]. Interestingly, London does not have additional regulations in 

terms of opening museums, attractions, or any other social life, except for the online reservation system 

which is regulated by the government of the United Kingdom. It is still permissible to attend indoor and 

outdoor performances if the size restrictions given by the federal government are maintained. London has 

had 6,172 cases of COVID-19 and 242 deaths [33]. 
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The Design Museum in London is a place where people can learn about and experience various designs 

[34]. After closing down briefly when the pandemic began, the museum has partially re-opened and 

established policy changes to keep their visitors safe. The main page of their website gives people 

important information for visiting the museum during this time [34]. Visitors are told to book tickets in 

advance, as only online reservations are available due to the limits on the size of gatherings [35]. Also, the 

amount of time for a visit is limited to one hour and 30 minutes. However, “to avoid feeling rushed, all 

ticket holders will be emailed a link to catch up with most of the videos in the exhibition home” [36]. Also, 

the Design Museum has announced that visitors should bring their own wired headphones and has made 

their exhibits hands-free experiences to maintain hygiene [36]. Adistinctive characteristic of the Design 

Museum is that visitors can watch a preview video of the exhibitions on online to make them aware of any 

warnings.   

The Design Museum has active online exhibitions, programs, and projects. Recently, it announced 

#DesignFromHome as new online content [37], adding its digital followers by over 5 million [37]. The 

followers were able to access valuable resources while the resources during the museum’s initial closure at 

the start of the COVID-19 pandemic [37].Online, the museum provides four different programs divided into 

four sections:#DesignDispatches, which features the world of architecture, fashion, and design; Young 

Design Museum, which is for students who are homeschooling [38]; Learn with Design Museum, where 

people can learn about specific areas of design; and Into the Archive, which tells the story behind present 

and past exhibitions [39].These programs can be found under the Digital Design Calendar, which connects 

people looking for inspiration [38]. The Digital Design Calendar “builds on the regularity of weekly 

#FontSunday activity” [38], which has been trending on Twitter [38]. The temporary closure inspired the 

museum to turn ‘inside out’ by scaling up the online museum “to offer new daily content” [38] as the 

output of the museum can provide time for experimentation, reflection, and consolation through the 

optimism of design [38].   

The onset of COVID-19 has altered the way people live, interact, and work [40]. The Design Museum 

conducted a project called “Connected: 9 designers – 3 hardwoods – 1 workshop” [40] that encouraged 

designers to “adapt their processes using new technologies to work together at a distance” and improvise 

home offices [40]. This project was a collaboration between the American Hardwood Export Council, 

Benchmark Furniture, and the Design Museum. The designers, who came from multiple countries [Figure 5] 

were challenged to create a table and seating for any purposes [41]. This project involved online meetings, 

and the videos are available on the Design Museum’s website and the official “Connected” page [Figure 6]. 

Figure 5. Nine İnternational Designers 
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This project exemplifies an innovative and creative way to do design work as a team. “Made together 

apart” [40] as awaken another level of creation and the spirit of experimentation. Although the project was 

started because of the pandemic, it has the potential to be developed as a long-term project, particularly 

with the development of new technologies. Cultural exchange in terms of design and technologies 

ultimately enriches the field of design. 

Figure 6. Connected Web Page 

 

3.3 Picnakothek-Der-Moderne: Die Neue Sammlung (Germany) 

Pinakothek-Der-Moderne museum covers four categories: art, prints and drawings, architecture, and 

design [42]. It is one of the largest museums of modern and contemporary art but also has its own design 

division known as Die Neue Sammlung [43] that specializes in industrial and product design. The museum 

has more than 100,000 items of industrial design, graphic design, computer culture, mobility, and arts and 

crafts. At around 100 years old, it is believed to be the world’s oldest design museum [43]. The mission 

statement of the Die Neue Sammlungis to identify, collect, and preserve new designs of the highest quality 

[43] with a chronological spectrum from the “1900s to the immediate present” [43]. It contains more than 

20 different areas with diverse themes. Die Neue Sammlung not only displays different types of designs, it 

also reveals hidden meanings, explores cultures, and educates on the history of design [44],providing 

visitors with the opportunity to expand and absorb new insights, experiences, and stories.  

Die Neue Sammlung provides information about their exhibitions online so that people have basic 

knowledge before visiting [45]. For one program, a 360-degree virtual tour is provided [Figure 7] that allows 

viewers to learn about the project ‘Design or What?’ even though the exhibition has ended [46]. Certain 

programs are only held at the physical location; these are divided into three categories: adults; children, 

family, and youth; and inclusion and intercultural groups [8]. Interestingly, Die Neue Sammlung is the only 

design museum that has a special program for people with mental health issues; these programs fall under 

the inclusion and intercultural section [46]. During the COVID-19 pandemic, Die Neue Sammlung created a 

separate webpage for questions and answers relating to the virus [43]. Due to social distancing and safety 

policies, group visiting is limited to a maximum of seven persons, including the guide. Visitors can book 

their tickets online, but individuals or groups of less than seven can purchase tickets in person [45]. Die 

Neue Sammlung doesnot limit the time of exploring the museum; instead, it has designated spots for 

people to maintain social distance [45]. 
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Figure 7. Virtual Tour Exhibition 

 

4. Findings 

The COVID-19pandemic has caused much loss and presented many challenges to daily living, but it has also 

been a catalyst to the invention of innovative communication platforms as a means to provide connection 

and comfort. 

Table 2. Comparison of the Museum Case Studies 

 
The Het Nieuwe 

Instituut 
The Design Museum 

Pinakothe-Der-Moderne: 

Die Neuesammlung 

offline exhibition yes yes yes 

online exhibition Yes 
no (currently has one online 

project) 

no (it used to has 360° virtual 

tour archives and previews) 

regular special programs yes (Thursday night live!) 

yes (design digital calendar - 

lectures, courses, and 

workshops with designers) 

no 

open or closed due to covid-

19 

fully open for a limited 

number of people  
partially re-opened  

fully opened (groups of seven 

persons, including guide, are 

allowed) 

preview of exhibitions yes yes  
yes (some previews are using 

virtual reality  

warning or provision of 

necessary information on the 

website 

no yes  no 

educational programs no yes 
yes (it has only offline hands-

on experience programs) 

library yes yes 
no (it has its own magazine 

collection online) 

online design shop no yes no 

 
Both the Het Nieuwe Instituut and the Design Museum are great places to learn and experience designs 

[Table 2]. However, the latter covers a broader spectrum of design, while the former has its own areas of 

expertise: architecture, design, and digital design. Consequently, since the Het Nieuwe Instituutis bigger 

and covers a wider area of design, it is the more appropriate place to learn about all fields of design. 
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These design museums had to either close or limit the number of visitors allowed at a time due to the 

COVID-19 outbreak. With this in mind, the online platforms of design museums area crucial means by 

which people can enjoy cultural activities from home. Online exhibitions are a different approach to 

enjoying works of design. Thus, the Het Nieuwe Institutt has a well-systemized online design museum [23], 

and the London Design Museum is more focused on interactive exhibitions on online [34]. However, the 

latter also ran an online design project that it presented through its online platform.  

The online design museum has the potential to grow and to be developed. By enlarging the online design 

platform, the field of design can be more approachable, allowing for the dispersal of knowledge showing 

the difference between design and art. Most design museums have introduced an online platform for 

visitors. Online communication and visiting platforms have become another trend in cultural interests. As a 

consequence of the corona virus, most museums have tried to establish online museums. Previously, online 

museums were considered merely complements to physical museums. However, their significance has 

increased as the importance and breadth of digital content has increased. Successful online museums will 

include more imaginative space for personal exhibitions, interactive exhibitions, and game-style 

interactions and will create a place for curators and people of diverse backgrounds to interact.  

The founding is that design museums should expand their online design museum platform by adding 

various methods, such as the formation of virtual reality, augmented reality, mixed reality, or gamification 

[48]. The online design museum can be made in chronological order and in such a way that encourages 

visitors to explore a big design museum at home where they are safe from COVID-19. For example, the 360-

degree virtual reality exhibition archived on the Die Neue Sammlung website is a good example of an 

effective exhibit from an online design museum [44]. In this way, experience-based museums can 

encourage people to increase their communication [49] and the skills of “holistic thinking, empathy, 

imagination, creativity, visualizing problems and solutions”[50].  

5. CONCLUSION 

Online communication platforms of various design museums should be developed further to make an 

online design museum that can be enjoyed using all five of the senses—touch, sight, hearing, smell, and 

taste [39]—and provide new ways to help people communicate about design. To investigate how design 

museums are reacting to the global COVID-19 pandemic authors conducted three design museums’ online 

exhibitions from Het Nieuwe Instituut: Rotterddam (Netherlands), The London Design Museum (United 

Kingdom), and  Picnakothek-Der-Moderne: Die Neue Sammlung (Germany). Then we analyzed the 

characteristics of the museums both online and offline, particularly in how they have responded to COVID-

19.Since the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic, the importance of online platforms and online culture 

has increased, and new issues have emerged as topics of discussion. All countries are in a state of 

emergency because of the highly infectious nature of the deadly virus. Now, it is impossible to freely walk 

around or visit any place without following necessary precautions. Under these circumstances, the use of 

online platforms has increased, and social life has become an online activity. As this paper has explained, 

more design museums should create online design museums that will resonate with people as they spread 

knowledge of design and make it more easily approachable. 
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