
naturhistorisches  
museum wien

Research Strategy  
Natural History  
Museum Vienna

Katrin Vohland & Andreas Kroh

NHMW Reports 8



2

N HMW Repor ts  8

Contents

Preamble .....................................................................................................................................................................  3
Mission, vision and museum concept .............................................................................................................  4

Mission Statement
Vision Statement
Museum Concept

Strategic goals ...........................................................................................................................................................  6
Operational objectives and measures ............................................................................................................  7

Further strengthen disciplinary excellence in basic research
Shoulder responsibility as a relevant research institution and research infrastructure 
at Austrian, European and international level
Establishment of interdisciplinary, cross-departmental research areas

Cluster Taxonomy, Evolutionary and Biodiversity Research and Museomics ............................... 10
Human-Nature-Culture Co-Evolution: Research of important excavation sites ......................... 12
Cultural contextualisation ................................................................................................................................. 14
Increasing the effectiveness (impact) of research through science communication, delibera-
tion and co-design ................................................................................................................................................ 16

Citizen Science 
Measuring success ................................................................................................................................................ 18

Publications
Third-party funding projects
Media visibility
Effectiveness (impact)

Acknowledgement ................................................................................................................................................ 21
Literature .................................................................................................................................................................. 21



3

N HMW Repor ts  8

From the very beginning, the Natural History 
Museum Vienna (NHMW) sees itself as an 
important non-university research instituti-
on and a place for cultural and environmental 
education, in accordance with the dedication 
“To the Realm of Nature and its Exploration”, 
which is placed above the main entrance. It 
preserves, develops and increases its scien-
tific collections. From the foundation of the 
collections by Emperor Franz I. Stephan of 
Lorraine around 1750 to the construction of 
the museum by Emperor Franz Joseph and 
then opening in 1889, society and the scien-
tific landscape have changed significantly. 
At the founding, the representation of the 
collections and the education of a certain 
bourgeois class were among the core tasks. 
With the Federal Museum Act on the occasi-
on of the independence in 2003, the research 
and education aspect were strengthened 
and the acquisition of funds for scientific re-
search projects was greatly expanded. In its 
participatory vision and mission statement 

Preamble

developed in 2021, the NHMW expresses 
its wish to become effective within the nor-
mative framework of the Global Sustainable 
Devolopement Goals (SDGs) This resonates 
with the new icom museum definition, 
which focuses more on aspects of global 
justice and inclusion than before.

All this still requires excellent, indepen-
dent, and free basic research. In addition, 
much greater reflection and evaluation of 
mediation formats as well as new ways of 
knowledge transfer and implementation 
of results are needed; the implementation 
of scientific findings is understood both as 
technical and social innovation. 

The following strategy  of the NHMW is in-
tended to anticipate scientific and societal 
changes in order to fulfil its task in the best 
possible way with regard to the selection of 
topics and methods as well as the alloca-
tion of resources.

Dr. Katrin Vohland

Director general and Scientific Director of 
the Natural History Museum Vienna

https://sdgs.un.org/goals
https://sdgs.un.org/goals
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Mission, vision and museum concept

In a participatory process in the years 2020 
and 2021, the museum developed a mission 
statement from which mission and vision 
were derived. As part of a departmental ma-
nagement consultation in February 2025, 
the mission statement was reflected and, 

with the exception of minor adjustments, 
was still found to be appropriate and valid. 

The strategic goals derive from its mission 
and vision statement, and the museum’s 
concept.

Mission Statement

The Natural History Museum Vienna preserves, expands, researches and presents 
its extensive collections covering biology, earth sciences, anthropology and ar-
chaeology in a building designed as a total work of art. It conveys the diversity of 
nature, the evolution of Planet Earth and life, and the related cultural development 
of humankind. Furthermore, it serves as an inspirational meeting place for dialogue 
and exchange of ideas between the scientific community and the general public.

Vision Statement

The Natural History Museum aims to make a significant contribution to sustainable 
development in Austria, Europe and the world. We strive to achieve this goal through 
our excellent disciplinary, interdisciplinary and participatory research, by opening up 
our collections to a wider audience using digital technology, by employing innovati-
ve, inclusive and inspiring approaches to teaching science, and by becoming a fully 
carbon-neutral museum by 2030.

Figure 1: Dedication above the main entrance of the NHMW “to the kingdom of nature and its exploration“; photo: Wilhelm Bauer-Thell / NHMW
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Museum Concept

Founded over 270 years ago, we are a research museum whose origins date back to 
the imperial collections of the 18th century. „Dedicated to the kingdom of nature 
and its exploration“, our building, exhibitions and collections form a total work of 
art with a unique atmosphere in the heart of Vienna.

Collecting, preserving, researching, presenting and communicating have always been 
central to our museum. Our staff takes pride in preserving, expanding, displaying and 
studying the museum’s collections comprising more than 30 million objects from 
biology, earth sciences, anthropology and archaeology. We share the results of our 
independent, excellent research work in a variety of ways, including exhibitions and 
activities held both at the museum and online. We strive to make research visible 
as a dynamic process that constantly raises new questions.

We present an overall picture of our planet and its history, showcasing the diversity 
of nature as well as the evolution of life and the biological and cultural development 
of humankind. The main museum building and its branches invite a diverse public 
to enjoy the wonders of nature. These locations should serve as places of inspiration 
where visitors can learn to appreciate the natural world. We see it as our task to 
create an inclusive platform for participation, dialogue and an exchange of views 
on current issues.

In times of global change, our museum staff cooperates closely with the international 
research community to address burning issues like climate change, rapid loss of biodi-
versity and the changing relationship between humans and nature. With our expertise 
we wish to contribute to creating broad awareness of the causes and the consequences 
of ongoing developments and are committed to responsible action for the future.

Figure 1: Dedication above the main entrance of the NHMW “to the kingdom of nature and its exploration“; photo: Wilhelm Bauer-Thell / NHMW
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Strategic goals

The team of the NHMW has formulated 
as a vision that it performs “excellent disci-
plinary, interdisciplinary and participatory 
research” – based on the digitally open “ex-
tensive biological, earth science, anthropo-
logical, archaeological and cultural collecti-
ons” in the fields of “the diversity of nature, 
the evolution of planet Earth and life and 
the associated cultural development of hu-
mans”. The aim of the research is to “help 
to raise broad awareness of the causes and 
consequences of ongoing development and 
to promote responsible action for the future”.

Strategic objectives at an overarching level 
for all NHM research are therefore:

	� substantially expand the understanding 
of the development and modification of 
the Earth system and its components 
with all organisms living on it and in it

	� 	and especially to understand the form-
ative role of humans in the natural-hu-
man-cultural relationship and to

	� play a design role for the digital accessi-
bility of the collections.

Figure 2: One of the NHMW’s strategic goals is to raise awareness of the many changes that have taken 
place over the long history of the Earth and can be traced in deposits from earlier eras (such 
as here in the deep-sea sediments off the coast of Zumaia, Spain). Photo: Carlos Bruzos Valin / 
shutterstock.com
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Operational objectives and measures

The following operational objectives, mea-
sures to achieve them, and indicators for 
measurability are derived from the strategic 
objectives:

Further strengthen disciplinary excellence 
in basic research

Research at a high scientific level requires spe-
cial expertise in the respective departments. 
Accordingly, the aim is for scientific staff to 
pursue research at the collections (Vohland et 
al. 2025) along current and relevant questions. 

This requires adequate resources for the 
scientists as well as the active acquisition 
of research funds and strategic cooperation 
with the relevant institutions.

Shoulder responsibility as a relevant 
research institution and research infra-
structure at Austrian, European and  
international level

Not only the sustainability goals are of 
global relevance, but also many research 
questions, for example when it comes to 
the future-proof use of resources, wheth-
er raw materials or plants. The collections 
contribute to the understanding of the 
Earth system on a global level. They are 
as scientific commons part of global re-
search infrastructures and at the same 
time carry a historical burden, be it raci-
ally motivated research during the colo-
nial or Nazi era or patriarchal knowledge 
structures. 

Figure 3: The NHMW’s collections are of global relevance, which is why the NHMW strives to make 
them available to the scientific community in digital form as part of its Open Science Policy 
(Vohland et al. 2022; Gottwald et al. 2024). Photo: Chloe Potter / NHMW
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ces and standards in Austria, e.g. via OSCA 
(Open Scientific Collections Austria) (Korth 
et al. 2025) and the Kulturpool, the portal 
and competence centre for digitally availa-
ble cultural heritage in Austria, and coope-
rate with international networks such as  
CETAF (Consortium of European Taxonomic 
Facilities).

We are therefore pushing for the digital 
opening of the collections, taking into 
account FAIR (Findable, Accessible, Inter-
operable, Reuseable; Wilkinson et al. 2016) 
and CARE criteria (Collective Benefit, Au-
thority for Control, Responsibility, Ethics;  
z. B. Russo Carroll et al. 2020; Jennings et al. 
2023) as well as other ethical aspects such 
as personal rights, in particular through the 
further development of the new collection 
database DIVINA (Vohland 2025) as well as 
through the creation of interfaces to the 
virtual herbarium JACQ and the dateabase for 
grave finds Thanados. In addition, we parti-
cipate in the improvement of competen-

Figure 4: Modern methods – such as the 3D digitisation shown here – are being used increasingly 
in the digital opening up of collections. Photo: Christina  Rittmannsperger / NHMW

https://osca.science/
https://osca.science/
https://kulturpool.at/
https://cetaf.org/
https://cetaf.org/
https://www.nhm-wien.ac.at/forschung/digitale_datenbanken
https://www.nhm-wien.ac.at/forschung/digitale_datenbanken
https://www.jacq.org/
https://thanados.net/
https://thanados.net/
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Fields of Research of the Natural History 
Museum Vienna

	� Cluster Taxonomie, Evolutionary and Bio-
diversitäty Research including Museomics

	� Human-Nature-Culture Co-Evolution: Re-
search of important excavation sites

	� Cultural contextualisation

Establishment of interdisciplinary, cross-
departmental research areas

One of the unique features of the NHMW is 
the spatial proximity of the natural sciences 
and humanities as well as the various collec-
tions and laboratories, which make it pos-
sible to open innovative fields of research. 
In an iterative internal discussion process, 
three fields of research have emerged as 
promising and feasible.

Figure 5: Definition of the term “museomics“ in relation to other concepts in the museum and academic 
environment; graphic: Kapun et al. 2025 (CC BY 4.0)

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
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Cluster Taxonomy, Evolutionary and Bi-
odiversity Research and Museomics

Regarding biological collections, the core 
competence of the museum lies in the 
integrative taxonomy. This basic research 
forms the basis for many other research 
fields, above all biosystematics, biodiver-
sity research and evolutionary research. 

With the development of further optical, 
chemical, and particularly genetic meth-
ods, the term “Museomics” has become 
established in the scientific community, 
an artificial word of “museum” and “ge-
nomics” that describes the application of 
increasingly powerful genetic analysis of 
museum material (e. g. Kapun et al. 2025).

Under the leadership of the Department 
of Central Research Laboratories, the field 
has further established itself on the use 
of methodology in questions of evolutio-
nary biology or biodiversity research and 
also contributes to method development. 
In this context, the “Austrian Barcode of 
Life“ (ABOL; Zimmermann et al. 2013) as 
the Austrian arm of the “Barcode of Life 
Data Systems“ (BOLD) also plays an es-
sential role. The ABOL database creates a 
direct link between the collection object 
and the DNA barcode. 

The participation of citizen scientists, 
for example in BIOBLITZ action days  
(Sonnleitner et al. 2022), represents an op-
portunity to involve the general public in 
biodiversity research and to raise aware-
ness on the loss of biodiversity. The taxo-
nomic and biosystematic expertise of the 
NHMW is to be made even more visible in 
order to apply for further research projects 
with a high probability of funding and to be 
able to acquire projects through research 
partners and research cooperations. 

Figure 6: Museum collections such as those at the NHMW hold the key to many questions about ha-
bitat change, biodiversity loss, and the relationships between species. Traditional morpholo-
gical work and genetic analysis go hand in hand at the NHMW. Photo: Chloe Potter / NHMW

https://www.abol.ac.at/
https://www.abol.ac.at/




12

N HMW Repor ts  8

Figure 7: Modern methods such as 3D digitisation are enabling new insights. Pictured: a tray with a 3D 
model of the mine, as used in excavations at the Bronze Age site Christian-von-Tusch-Werk in 
Hallstatt. Photo and montage: Daniel Brandner / NHMW

Human-Nature-Culture Co-Evolution: 
Research of important excavation 
sites
The NHMW, with its natural and cultural 
sciences departments, enables interdisci-
plinary research, especially in human-na-
ture-culture relations. Especially the Pre-
historic Department with its extensive 
collections of artefacts from many sites is 
explicitly concerned with the human-na-
ture-culture relations since the Stone Age  
(Grömer et al. 2025). In addition to episte-
mic findings, the transferability of insights 
and solution strategies plays an important 
role. Therefore, as another aspect, the de-
velopment of diseases should also be high- 
lighted in connection with medicine. All 
this requires the work on the various im-
portant excavation sites to link different 
disciplines such as anthropology and paleo-
pathology, archaeology, mineralogy, geolo-
gy, archaeobotany, archaeozoology, history 
of science as well as the interplay between 
different methods of visualisation.

Hallstatt is an outstanding site in this re-
spect, as the place is closely interwoven 
with the history of the NHMW, which can 
be found in the collections and historical 
decoration program of the museum. Re-
search at the Archaeology Centre “Alte 
Schmiede” in Hallstatt’s Upper Valley also 
shows established relationships with Sali-
nen Austria AG and Salzwelten with their 
excellent infrastructures.

We will expand national and international 
research networks with strategic partners 
(e.g. HEAS, ÖAW, and universities) as well as 
cooperation with comparable institutions 
(Keltenmuseum Hallein etc.). In addition, 
from 2027 summer schools will take place 
in Hallstatt, starting with the scientific reco-
very, conservation, and restoration of finds.
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Figure 9:Autographs such as diaries, field journals, drawings, and similar documents (pictured here 
is Ferdinand von Hochstetter’s first New Zealand diary surrounded by contemporary water-
colours and original finds) are rich sources for research into questions of provenance. Photo: 
Alice Schumacher / NHMW

Cultural contextualisation

Dealing with object histories is an intrin-
sic part of any collection-based research, 
as the scientific value of objects increa-
ses with their contextualization. In recent  

years, increasingly problema-
tic origins have been addres-
sed, especially from the time 
of National Socialism and in 
the colonial context. 

While many public discourses 
deal with the past, the new 
attention to colonial contexts 
and global justice issues is a 
chance to re-establish and 
strengthen historical links 
with different countries, 
to develop joint research 
questions around the under- 
standing of nature-human-
culture relationships and to 
carry out corresponding pro-
jects, for example, within the 
framework of  KolText (e. g. 
Berner et al. 2024; Krenn et 
al. 2024). 

In this context, we want to 
strengthen global coopera-
tion with New Zealand, Aus-
tralia, Brazil, and selected Af-
rican countries, for example, 
in order to facilitate ethical 
discourses on various histori-
cal and current value systems 
and conflicts. A thematic volu-
me on research into colonial 

acquisition contexts in natural history 
collections was published in 2024 in the 
“Annals of the Natural History Museum 
Vienna” (Krenn et al. 2024). 

ANNALENANNALEN
DES NATURHISTORISCHEN MUSEUMS IN WIENDES NATURHISTORISCHEN MUSEUMS IN WIEN

Serie A 125

Figure 8: Foto: Chloe Potter / NHMW

https://www.nhm-wien.ac.at/forschung/projekt_koltext




16

N HMW Repor ts  8

observing and recording in the field or wor-
king on the museum’s collection – anyone 
interested has the opportunity to support 
the work of researchers and thus create new 
knowledge. There are currently more than 
30 citizen science activities at the NHMW, 
involving around 300 citizens from different 
backgrounds and with different areas of ex-
pertise. The museum shares its knowledge 
with the public through open and participa-
tory formats on Deck 50, including citizen 
science activities.

A special feature of museums as well as 
the NHMW are the interfaces with vari-
ous publics – be it the approximately one 
million visitors to the house, school clas-
ses, families or tourists, the TV viewers 
and newspaper readers or even compa-
nies. We would like to become even more 
effective in society in such a way that the 
understanding of evolutionary, or cultural 
processes increases, but also the enthusi-
asm and understanding of research itself 
continues to increase. 

In addition to the further development 
of science-based education programs 
and training courses for scientists of the 
NHMW in the field of science communi-
cation, we will further expand the scien-
tific evaluation of selected formats and 
activities with partner institutions (e.g. 
with the University of Vienna, the Central 
European University (CEU), the Krems Uni-
versity of Applied Sciences).

Citizen Science 

The concept of citizen participation in sci-
ence dates back to the 18th century. Since 
then, citizen scientists have been enriching 
scientific research. The NHMW is a mem-
ber of the Austrian citizen science platform 
„Österreich forscht“, because the NHMW 
in particular offers numerous opportunities 
to make a significant contribution to many 
research and collection activities. Whether 

Figure 10: The NHMW’s interactive experimentation room “Deck 50“ facilitates intensive exchange be- 
tween science and society. Low-barrier and playful opportunities allow younger visitors to par-
ticipate as well. Their drawings are animated, embedded in an immersive world and thus made 
visible to everyone in the room. Photo: Stefan Gergely

Increasing the effectiveness (impact) of 
research through science communica-
tion, deliberation and co-design

https://www.nhm-wien.ac.at/forschung/mitmachen
https://www.nhm-wien.ac.at/forschung/mitmachen
https://www.citizen-science.at/
https://www.citizen-science.at/
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The outstanding research on topics is 
measured by typical metrics such as the 
number and relevance of scientific publi-
cations or the amount of third-party fun-
ding raised. In addition, altmetrics plays 
an important role; at the NHMW this in-
cludes in particular concrete work on the 
collections (physical set-up, digital acces-

sibility, physical security, etc.) as well as 
increasing effectiveness through partici-
patory research and activities with a view 
to communicating the results to the public, 
whether by means of media or by means 
of scientific communication formats.

Measuring success

Figure 11: Every year, the NHMW team publishes around 450 publications, half of which appear in peer-
reviewed international journals. Supported by the Open Science Policy (Vohland et al. 2022), a 
good two-thirds of these are freely accessible. Graphics:  Andreas Kroh / NHMW
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ly, socially, and in terms of increasing the 
qualifications of those involved. 

All third-party funding projects should be 
available on the website in a timely man-
ner; the connection of the corresponding 
information from the NHMW Research 
Information System (FIS) is in the works. 
There are currently (6.10.2025) 89 third-
party funded projects underway (Vohland 
et al. 2025: 58–65).

Media visibility

The media presence (print, online, TV and 
radio in Austria) is a criterion of visibility 
and is tracked by the company Meta Com-
munication International. Since joining in 
2006, the media presence has increased. 

Publications

Our aim is to publish all research results 
as accessible as possible via Open Access 
as well as in high-ranking journals or the 
NHMW repository. In addition, socially re-
levant results are to be made available in po-
pular science or as part of strategy papers, 
etc. Success is when the research results 
find their way into the scientific and/or so-
cial discourse.

All the NHMW’s publications are publicly 
accessible via Zotero library.

Third-party funding projects

In addition to the specific objectives of the 
projects, third-party funded projects are 
successful for the museum if they con-
tribute to the overall objectives of the 
museum and its collections, scientifical-

Figure 12: Third-party funded projects also allow for more cost-intensive research methods, such as the 
research drilling shown here as part of Alexander Lukenender’s “Drilling into Earth’s History“ 
project. Photo: Alexander Lukeneder / NHMW

 https://www.nhm.at/forschung/publikationen
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in groups than alone and that the house is 
given great credibility. 

We want to better understand our visi-
tors’ take home message and how we 
can strengthen their assessment skills 
and self-efficacy. Under the leadership of 
the Department of Science Communica-
tion, we will develop and carry out joint 
projects with institutions that have the 
appropriate expertise in learning psycho-
logy and social sciences.

On social media, the NHM Vienna has 
31,595 followers via Facebook, 22,089 on 
Instagram, 3,391 on Bluesky, and 3,309 
followers on LinkedIn. The NHMW counts 
1,551 subscribers on YouTube and is pre-
sent on  Google Arts & Culture (as of  
October 2025).

Effectiveness (impact)

The assessment of effectiveness is the 
most challenging and depends on the 
specific objectives of each intervention. 
The various visitor studies over the last 
few years have shown that the NHMW is 
visited by people from all over the world, 
with a high proportion of younger people 
via school classes as well as with their fa-
milies, that people are more likely to come 

Figure 13: In 2024, the NHMW ran a total of 2,475 educational programmes for children and young peop-
le and 331 guided tours for adults, each tailored to the target group. Photo: Chloe Potter / NHMW

https://artsandculture.google.com/partner/natural-history-museum-vienna?hl=de
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