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Top-ten tips for developing smartphone apps for 
museums, Antony Robbins, director of communications, 

Museum of London 
 
Every morning you pop into the coffee shop near the station to get your skinny 
latte. You’ve never paid much attention to the insignificant office block it’s 
housed in. Not until a friend recommends Streetmuseum, a smartphone app 
from the Museum of London that reveals that just over 60 years ago a World 
War II bomb devastated the very site of the coffee shop.  
 
The launch of Streetmuseum was part of a campaign to re-launch the 
Museum of London. It was a bold move to bring the history of one of the 
world’s greatest cities to life using the very latest that technology had to offer.   
 
The museum re-launched in May 2010 with the opening of its £20m Galleries 
of Modern London. To put it on the map, the You are here campaign was 
devised to reposition it as a modern, connected museum with the story of real 
Londoners at its heart.  
 
The marketing campaign needed an additional element to attract young 
Londoners – something innovative and exciting that would get people talking. 
The result was Streetmuseum, our first foray into apps and the first app of its 
kind to use augmented reality in this way. This was the museum in your 
pocket, blending past with present by uniting over 200 historic images of the 
city with current London locations for a journey back in time. 
 
The Museum of London has launched three additional apps since then. 
Streetmuseum Londinium allowed browsers to unearth London’s Roman 
treasures. The next app, launched to promote our Charles Dickens exhibition, 
took us in a new direction. Dickens Dark London was a manga-style graphic 
novel. It encouraged browsers to go off the beaten track and explore some of 
Dickens’s lesser-known haunts in the heart of the city. 
 
Here Antony Robbins, the museum’s director of communications, reflects on  
some on the lessons he learnt the hard way. 
 
 

1. Do your research. Is your concept going to blaze a trail or has it been 
done before? The market for smartphone apps is a crowded one. And 
the bar is being set ever higher by organisations - from banks to energy 



companies - with well-funded creative departments. Museums and 
cultural organisations are all busy exploring the possibilities offered by 
digital media - but customers are expecting more as the technology 
develops.  

 
2. Competitor analysis. Keep bang up-to-date on what your colleagues 

and competitors are doing through industry websites like the App 
store’s featured/Top 25 apps and the sites staff picks and magazines 
like Wired, Marketing, New Media Age and Mediaguardian.co.uk. Keep 
your ear to the ground at meetings, conferences and trade shows. 
Check out industry blogs. You want people to talk about you and for all 
the right reasons. Word-of-mouth (online and offline) is how these 
things work.  

 
3. Pick a creative/ technical partner with a track-record of delivery. 

Start with a clear brief. Knowing what success would look like may be 
stating the obvious but clarity from the outset is vital. Are you trying to 
bring artefacts alive or create information pathways in your museum?  
Perhaps you want to build new audiences, advertise a new launch or 
raise profile through media coverage? If what you have in mind is the 
latest state-of-the art app, with audio and video…then do you and the 
creative partner you’ve engaged have the skills to deliver?  

  
4. Be sure you have in-house resource and capacity. Never 

underestimate the time it takes to do the research. We launched three 
apps in quick succession. Doing the research for the images was a 
major commitment across the organisation. 

 
5. Consider your business model. Bear in mind that developing your 

app for each different platform is a separate job. The costs soon 
mount. You might target iPhone, iPad and iPod touch users. But will 
your budget stretch to connecting to the UK’s 13million Android users 
and each different Android device? 

 
How are you going to pay for it? Is this going to be a free app – and a 
loss leader? Or might users consider paying for it? Can you can spread 
the risks – by sharing costs (and potential profits) with your developer?  

 
6. Integrate the app into your wider PR, marketing and online 

campaign, and time the launch with care. Think of your app as a 
piece of marketing collateral. It needs to embody the same brand 
qualities you’d expect to see in your print and advertising. Take the 
same care with it that you’d give to the rest of your campaign. The 
design should be just as good, if not better. Facts should be accurate, 
names spelt correctly, and you need to be sure you’ve got the rights to 
use all images. And timing is everything. 

 
7. Be prepared to spend time selling the concept internally. It takes a 

while for people to get their heads round what new media can do for 
your organisation. At first there might be a bit of resistance because of 



the extra workloads it’s bound to create. Look for a few internal and 
external champions. We were delighted when UK culture minister Ed 
Vaizey used our Streetmuseum app as an example of innovation in the 
arts sector.  
 

8. Keep your eye out for the next big thing. The Museum of London’s 
apps developed from a desire to look beyond our walls and take the 
museum on to the streets of London. We hope that future technology 
will enable us to use augmented reality within the museum itself. In the 
meantime, we’re still looking for ways to use the latest technologies, 
and last year we teamed up with Nokia to develop Near Field 
Communication (NFC) tags around the museum. These allow users 
with NFC enabled devices to find out more about objects on display – 
and even get a discount in our shop and café.  

 
9. Understand the limitations and the risks. It can be expensive. In 

2012, the American Museum of Natural History in Manhattan opened 
Beyond Planet Earth. This ambitious mobile application enables 
visitors to see 3-D images of solar systems and spacecraft on their 
phones. But the museum spent $1m on a Wi-Fi network to make it 
happen.  

 
We museum types love finding out what makes our visitors tick. But 
with apps at it’s a bit of one-way dialogue. Users might pen you a good 
review if you’re lucky. But for the most part you don’t find out who they 
are or engage with them in the ways you’d really like. 

 
10. Be prepared to do the conference circuit. Our app was seen as a 

market leader. We probably got more column inches in the press for it 
than for the actual museum re-launch. With the media coverage came 
a flurry of industry awards. Requests to speak at conferences and 
meetings followed. This is always a useful way to spread the message 
and keep up to date on industry developments. 
 
And finally – if you’re showcasing an app – don’t forget your iPad 
charger… 

 


