
The Work of Medical Museums:
Collaborative approaches to understanding methods, outcomes and implications for wellbeing

Anaesthesia Heritage Centre, London

Cornelia (Nina) Thompson

UCL Institute of Archaeology
Cornelia.Thompson.18@ucl.ac.uk

mailto:Cornelia.Thompson.18@ucl.ac.uk


Project Summary 

• Medical museums as particular institutions
• Defining through permanent collections that focus on 

bodies and tools of medical practice
• Rooted in a particular history or heritage (i.e. 

pathology collections)
• What makes these institutions distinct and valuable 

for visitors?

• Increasing public interest and investment 
• Science Museum £24 million redesign of Wellcome 

Galleries, 2019
• Surgeons’ Hall Museums £4.4 million Heritage Lottery 

Funded redesign, 2021
• Thackray Museum of Medicine £4.1 million 

renovation, 2021

Wellcome Galleries, Science Museum, London



Research Questions

• Why do member of the public visit medical museums? What do they feel they 
gain from these visits?

• What does the use of this particular past, these items and/or narratives, do 
that may be different from what occurs at other museums or heritage sites?

• How do medical museums fit into conversations around heritage ethics? 
What best practices can be proposed for ethical work in heritage museums?

• How do or how can medical museums contribute to individual and societal 
wellbeing?



Basis for claims - Suggestive Evidence

• Previous research- 
• MA Dissertation: Affect in Medical Museums: Trauma 

and Understanding in Heritage Spaces (2019)
• Conducted interviews with medical museum staff to 

better understand specific interpretive approaches 
and visitor reactions

• Case study: ventilators
• For presentation at Medicine, Myth and Memory 

conference (Dec. 2021)

• Challenge presenting objects that are both life-saving 
and a source of trauma

• Example of Catch Your Breath exhibition and 
intentional engagement with lived experience

Poem by Sylvia Hocking (2019)
from Sharing the Unshareable: poetry that expresses breathlessness

https://history.rcplondon.ac.uk/blog/sharing-unshareable-poetry-expresses-breathlessness


Project Goals

1. Increase understanding and awareness of medical museums as particular 
institutions in the heritage scholarship

2. Facilitate knowledge exchange between museum professionals, academics and 
members of the public

3. Contribute to the body of work around museum approaches to potentially 
fraught or evocative objects and emotional engagement in heritage spaces

4. Contribute to theory around therapeutic practice and healing potential in 
heritage spaces and museums

5. Produce useful outputs for museum professionals, support ongoing practice

6. Investigate wellbeing impacts and potential in medical museums
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• Through data collection – interviewing museum staff and volunteers, in-depth visitor feedback – 
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of existing museum and heritage scholarship

4. Contribute to theory around therapeutic practice and healing potential in heritage spaces and 
museums

5. Produce useful outputs for museum professionals, support ongoing practice

6. Investigate wellbeing impacts and potential in medical museums



Project Goals

1. Increase understanding and awareness of medical museums as particular institutions in the 
heritage scholarship

2. Facilitate knowledge exchange between museum professionals, academics and members of the 
public
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outcomes or efficacies can be determined?
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museum practices that helps support this broader area of research?
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Project Goals

1. Increase understanding and awareness of medical museums as particular institutions in the 
heritage scholarship

2. Facilitate knowledge exchange between museum professionals, academics and members of the 
public

3. Contribute to the body of work around museum approaches to potentially fraught or evocative 
objects and emotional engagement in heritage spaces

4. Contribute to theory around therapeutic practice and healing potential in heritage spaces and 
museums

5. Produce useful outputs for museum professionals, support ongoing practice

6. Investigate wellbeing impacts and potential in medical museums
• Through synthetic analysis of existing theory
• Data collection prioritizing in-depth, reflective, qualitative assessment of visitor engagement
• Through analyzing results in the context of existing wellbeing frameworks (NEF)



Project Design – Methodology

• Case study methodology – research partners as case studies
• Possible addition of others at a later date

• Archival and ethnographic sources

• Qualitative and quantitative data 

• Data assessment 
• Thematic analysis of qualitative data 
• Will place in context of existing wellbeing frameworks



Project Design – Research partners

Old Operating Theatre Museum & Herb Garret

First contacted in Fall 2020, confirmed partnerships and terms Fall 2021
Input throughout project design
Assisting with data collection; access to archives and existing visitor data
Goal to produce specific outputs for each partner

Anaesthesia Heritage Centre 

Collaborative approach à 

https://oldoperatingtheatre.com/https://www.standandstare.com/the-operating-theatre



Project Design – Data collection

• Archival research
• Museum archives (founding documents, board reports, etc.)
• Other sources discussing museum practice (reviews, newspaper articles, etc)

• Semi-structured interviews with museum professionals, museum volunteers and other experts

• Quantitative and qualitative data related to visitor experience
• Observation in museum galleries
• Surveys (in person and online)
• Semi-structured interviews with museum visitors
• In-gallery sources of feedback (comment walls)

* waiting for ethics approval, submitted January 2022. Have received preliminary feedback and expecting approval soon. 

• Analysis of previously collected visitor data at partner institutions
• Visitor numbers, event attendance, etc.
• Visitor surveys
• Audience observation
• Collections of visitor comments 



• Goal to assess visitor responses with focus on 
emotions.
• Allowing to select a variety of emotions to 

show complexities of engagement.
• Both quantitative (emoji selection) and 

qualitative (open ended-responses) data.

• Based in Positive Affect Negative Affect scale 
• previous use in studies of museum 

engagement and wellbeing (Bodley 2012; 
Chatterjee & Noble 2013)

• Developed through collaboration with 
partners.
• Edited list of feeling words to better fit these 

museums and the project goals.
• Use of emojis to make widely understandable 

and approachable.

Project Design – Comment Cards

Front

Back



Collected over 1,000 responses at Old Operating Theatre (May-December 2022)
Preliminary results: 

Project Design – Comment Cards
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'Positive' Feeling Words
 Total times selected: 2,803  

'Negative' Feeling words
 Total times selected:  488

Average number of Feeling Words indicated: 3.56

Percent who left comments: 27% (248 cards)

Cards collected: 1,079

Cards tabulated: 919



Project Design – Wellbeing Frameworks

• New Economics Foundation – Five Ways 
to Wellbeing 
• Use in existing museum and wellbeing 

approaches  
Cowan, Laird & McKeown 2019
Chatterjee & Noble 2013
Clini, Thomson & Chatterjee 2019

• Focus on certain ‘actions’
• Connect
• Take notice
• Keep learning

• Other tools from same source supporting 
consistency across research practice 

 NEF (2012) Measuring Well-being: A Guide to 
Practitioners 

(Aked et al 2008, neweconomics.org/2008/10/five-ways-to-wellbeing) 



Key theoretical foundations

• Medical museums (Alberti & Hallam 2013; Hallam 2016)
• Human remains in museums – history and ethical concerns (Myra 2013; Richardson 1987; Squires et al. 2019)
• Emotion & heritage (Smith 2021; Tolia-Kelly, Waterton & Watson 2017)

• Difficult/upsetting heritage (Rose 2016; Sather-Wagstaff 2011)
• Trauma theory (Felman & Laub 1992; Herman 2015 [1992])

• In historical rememberance & museum practice (Arnold-de Simine 2013; Simon et al. 2000)
• Heritage as ‘therapy’ (Meskell & Scheermeyer 2008); Heritage efficacies (Butler 2011)
• Wellbeing & museums (Chatterjee & Noble 2013; Cowen et al. 2019; Desmarais et al. 2018; Falk 2022)
• Object-based practice & therapeutic potential (Kador & Chatterjee 2020; Parry 2020; Schaepe et al. 2017)
• Museum studies ethics, theory & practice (Bouquet 2012; Dudley 2010; Macdonald 2006;  Marstine 2011)

• Visitor studies (Falk & Dierking 1992; Falk 2009)
• Anthropology of illness & pain (Bourke 2014; Carel 2016; Kleinman 1988)
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