
RSS Feeds: Derby Playhouse and the Natural History Museum 

Overview 

This is a case study on the use of RSS Feeds by the Natural History Museum and Derby 
Playhouse. An RSS feed is lets you know when new content is published to part of the website. 
A news reader is required in order to utilize RSS feeds. This is a piece of software that must be 
downloaded and installed on your computer. Examples are Awasu, Klipfolio or News Crawler. 
Or, toolbars such as Yahoo and browsers such as Firefox can act as news readers and will 
deliver news feeds. 

Background 

Natural History Museum: The museum is home to life and earth science specimens comprising 
some 70 million items within five main collections: Botany, Entomology, Mineralogy, 
Palaeontology and Zoology. The museum is a world-renowned centre of research, specialising 
in taxonomy, identification and conservation. Given the age of the institution, many of the 
collections have great historical as well as scientific value, such as specimens collected by 
Darwin. The museum is particularly famous for its exhibition of dinosaur skeletons, and ornate 
architecture - sometimes dubbed a cathedral of nature - both exemplified by the large 
Diplodocus cast which dominates the vaulted central hall. 

Derby Playhouse: The Playhouse can be described as a regional producing mid-scale theatre. It 
is, however, growing into one of the UK’s leading creative engines and building an international 
reputation for quality and innovation. Recent success on and off the stage has led to a number 
of awards including the national Arts and Business Champion award for Derby Playhouse’s 
partnership with Egg banking plc on the Egg theatre academy. Last year, for the first time, over 
100,000 tickets were sold for Derby Playhouse productions and this year ticket sales are set to 
exceed that number. 

Origins 

Natural History Museum: The first RSS feed that the Natural History Museum used was the 
Dino Directory. This was set up, as true to the nature of the museum, this section of the website 
had many returning visitors that NHM wanted to retain. It is also one of the most regularly 
updated areas of the site, and the content was a real passion for the team.  

Derby Playhouse: The project was launched on August 2005 and was initially the idea of the 
press department, who wanted to introduce RSS feeds in order to attract attention from 
journalists and bypass their spam filters. This is because 88% of journalists visit their subject’s 
website before writing their article/feature/etc.  

Objectives 

Natural History Museum: The main objective for the museum was to retain visitors to the site; to 
maintain its audience. The other major objective was to show people that the site was not 
simply static, that in fact was dynamic – constantly changing and evolving with new content 



being added on a very regular basis. It was hoped that this would also reach out to new 
audiences. 

Derby Playhouse: The Playhouse wanted to get the information across with a ‘pull’ rather than 
‘push’ method, (which was the strategy most theatres use). This was a way of getting the 
audience to actively seek out information from the Playhouse. Also, it was a good way of getting 
information out directly and informing them of the regularly updated material on the website. 
Although they still run an email Bulletin service, the Playhouse felt again that it was a better way 
of getting information across, e.g. through bypassing spam filters.  

Process 

Natural History Museum: The extension of the use of RSS feeds can be described as a 
‘snowball’ effect. When the NHM started a blog, it made sense to use RSS feeds as this is what 
the vast majority of bloggers use to keep readers updated. Once the news part of the website 
had also been built up it again made sense to use RSS feeds to keep people up-to-date on 
various items such as research developments and so on. This was preferable rather than trying 
to get more people to visit the website. 

The actual implementation of the project is done by an outside programmer hired in, whereas 
the content is written by museum staff. The use of RSS feeds varies with time across the site 
with the news feed currently being the only one that is permanent. At the moment there are two 
others – the Dino Directory and the Antarctic blog feed.  

Derby Playhouse: There are a variety of different ways by which people can receive RSS feeds; 
users being able to choose their preferred method when signing up. The RSS feeds have been 
integrated with the news section of the site to adopt information and make it more accessible. 
Articles are uploaded onto the feed in order to retain audiences.  

Resource Implications 

Natural History Museum: There were no great implications on staff time and costs as the 
implementation of RSS feeds is now incredibly simple with the introduction of the technology 
being embedded in most web browsers. 

Derby Playhouse: The Derby Playhouse uses ‘rapid feeds’. Set-up is very straightforward in the 
all the Playhouse had to do was find an RSS provider. Updating the feed is also as natural a 
process as updating the website and therefore the cost for the Playhouse is minimal. 

Outcomes 

Natural History Museum: The use of RSS feeds is a very new project for the NHM and so they 
have not yet had time to review it and garner any statistics but they are fairly sure, and at least 
very optimistic, that they have achieved their goals of attracting new audiences and retaining 
visitors. It has also transformed the website into a much more dynamic proposition.  



Derby Playhouse: There is no recent data on the number of hits but a survey from 2 years ago 
counted 2000 in a month. It seems like the RSS feeds are contributing to the Playhouse 
maximising it’s reach online.  

Key success factors 

Natural History Museum: The main success factor was the fact that the RSS feeds have not 
been much work; and are without any significant costs. It is relatively easy to do more. Also, the 
fact that it started with a passion in the Dino Directory has given the project a good impetus and 
base to start from. 

Next steps 

Natural History Museum: The museum has considered using the RSS feeds to inform people of 
upcoming events, but decided against a permanent feed as the NHM’s events calendar runs 
much more as an events programme that repeats itself rather than as individual events. 
However, it will be used to promote a future one-off programme of events. Another practical 
application for RSS feeds is to help researchers who then do not have to trawl through websites 
looking for the latest developments. There are plans in place to expand to other areas of the 
site. 

Derby Playhouse: none at present, apart from continuing to use RSS feeds. 


