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Introduction

Benchmarks in Collection Care is a checklist which is used in museums, libraries and archives to carry out collection 
care assessments. 

The Benchmark checklist defines three levels of  collections care:  

BASIC - a minimum level of  practice which all museums, archives and libraries should be able to achieve. 

GOOD - a standard that is achievable by the majority of  organisations 

BEST - the highest standard to which a museum, archive or library can aspire. 

These three levels are used to evaluate the quality of  collection care in ten areas of  collection care activity, which are: 

 � Policy 
 � Buildings 
 � Storage 
 � Housekeeping 
 � Handling and Use of  Collections 
 � Environmental Monitoring 
 � Environmental Control 
 � Conservation 
 � Surrogate Copies and New Media 
 � Emergency Preparedness 

Within each category, individual statements, or benchmarks, describe levels of  collections care under Basic, Good 
and Best, allowing an organisation to ‘benchmark’ their own performance level. The goal is not to reach Best in every 
benchmark; rather it is to identify which level is suitable for the needs of  your collection, its use, and your resources. 

Benchmarks was updated in 2012, to reflect changes in collections care standards, and is now published 
as Benchmarks 2.0. It is available as a free download on Collections Link at http://www.collectionslink.org.uk/
programmes/benchmarks-for-collections-care either as a pdf  or in Excel spread sheet format.

The checklist is supported by a suite of  online resources which describe how to carry out a Benchmarks Assessment, 
and the standards which were used to create the collections care benchmarks

Benchmarks in Collections Care: a self  assessment checklist



The case studies in this publication, illustrate how Benchmarks can be used to improve the management of  museum 
collections. 

Benchmarks is used as a tool to identify areas of  need in the care of  collections, and prioritise the use of  resources 
for improvement. However, collections are managed so that they can be used by people, and these case studies have 
sought to illustrate the link between the use of  Benchmarks as an improvement tool and the resulting opening up of  
museum collections and services to users.

In this publication, we have described how the use of  Benchmarks has provided a base from which to improve and 
build relationships with existing and new communities of  users, and encourage collections use. It is this deeper 
level engagement with collections which contributes towards their sustainability: a collection which is well used by a 
committed community of  users is far more sustainable than a collection which is underused, and has few people who 
care about it

Benchmarks and the sustainability of  collections
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The Museum of  London

The Museum of  London (MoL) is an amalgamation of  the Guildhall Museum, 
founded in 1826 and the London Museum founded in 1912.  Both collections came 
together after the Second World War and the new Museum of  London was opened 
in 1976, which is a charitable institution, funded by a variety of  organisations and 
individuals including The City of  London and the Greater London Authority. 

MoL has 35 storage locations where collections are stored by type. The 
Conservation & Collection Care Department has been using Benchmarks since 
2007: it is now a key tool in their collections care planning, and has enabled them 
to gather a large body of  data evidencing continued improvement. The department 
uses the Excel spread sheet version of  Benchmarks, because it gives them the 
flexibility they need to collect, store, manipulate and report data from Benchmarking 
exercises. 

All storage locations are benchmarked in a two year ‘Do and Review’ rolling 
cycle: each store is Benchmarked in Year 1, action plans are then produced for 
each store, and the second year is spent carrying out the plans. Action plans 
are always produced with reference to risk, data is considered in the context of  
what is important and reasonable to achieve, measuring against the resources 
available, and the museums aspirations. Once agreed, all actions are captured in 
conservator’s Forward Job Plans,

Planning and prioritising collections care

“The�beauty�of �Benchmarks�is�that�it�allows�us�to�quantify�a�
collections�care�function�that�is�traditionally�qualitative.�Benchmarks�
help�us�to�secure�capital�funding�for�stored�collections.�We�can�
demonstrate�what�the�budget�is�buying�and�how�we�have�improved”�
-�Sharon Robinson, Collections Care Manager, Museum of  London

“We�are�audited�by�the�City�of �London,�and�they�use�our�Benchmarks�
data.�It�enables�us�to�answer�questions�like,�‘How�do�you�know�how�

well�you�are�looking�after�your�collections?”�
-�Sharon Robinson, Collections Care Manager, Museum of  London

The use of  Benchmarks as an auditing and planning tool is now firmly embedded in 
the museum’s planning cycle, and has enabled the department to raise the profile 
of  collections care work with the Board of  Directors and release capital funding for 
the stored collections. The governing body welcomes the use of  Benchmarks as a 
tool which provides statistical evidence of  collections care standards, and a means 
to target and project future expenditure. 

For MoL Benchmarks is also an advocacy tool for promoting the benefits of  
appropriate collections care standards to other museum departments. The museum 
uses a network of  staff  ‘stakeholder groups’, comprising around 50 members of  
staff, to collect Benchmarks data. Small groups from this network are responsible 
for benchmarking ‘their’ store once a year, in an exercise which takes around 1 hour. 
Staff  can see, over time, how benchmarking provides evidence, and contributes to 
improvement. 

The Benchmarks approach at MoL has also contributed to the sustainability and 
use of  the stored collections. There is anecdotal evidence from curators that they 
can now use their collections more because they are easier to access, and the 
two stores which score most highly in Benchmarks data, the Costume Store, and 
London Archaeological Archive and Research Centre, are also the most heavily 
used by staff  and audience.
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Costume store – before storage  
improvements 

Costume store – after storage improvements 
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Carrying out a Benchmarks Assessment 
has resulted in a raising of  standards in 
collections care in the library, increased 
confidence in their application of  
standards and the professionalising 
of  practice. It has been instrumental 
in tying the development of  the 
collection back into the museums 
corporate policy framework. As a 
result of  the Collections Review, the 
Library Development Policy and the 
Benchmarks Assessment the librarian has been able to demonstrate the need 
for collections care resources to senior management, and where they should be 
targeted. This has released funding for conservation resources, and has resulted 
in support for the librarian to attend short courses to improve her own skills, in 
particular two courses at the British Library: Damaged Books and Bound Archives, 
and Advocating Collections Care.

Overall, the programme of  work has 
changed internal perceptions about the 
library and its significance in relation to the 
rest of  the collections is becoming more 
evident. It is, once more, seen as a resource 
by the curatorial staff, with the result that 
the library collections are becoming more 
evident in front of  house activity.

The Library at the Horniman Museum

The Horniman Museum was opened in 1901, in a purpose built Arts and Crafts 
building which housed the extraordinary and eclectic collection of  Frederick 
Horniman. The collections are of  international significance, and consist of  around 
350,000 objects, which are broadly divided into ethnography, natural history and 
musical instruments. The ethnography and music collections have Designated 
status. The museum is a ‘non-national museum’, mainly funded by DCMS. It is a 
charitable trust, governed by a Board of  Trustees.

The Horniman Library is an integral part of  the 
museum’s collection. It contains approximately 
30,000 books from the 16th century through to the 
current day. Traditionally the development of  the 
Library collections has been closely linked to object 
acquisition and curatorial practice in the museum, 
and there are strong connections between the book 
and object collections. In the past, the library was 
heavily used by curatorial staff  to inform the use of  
their own collections, but in recent years, it has faced 
uncertainty, with the possibility that it might close. 
However the current librarian has embarked on a 
programme of  work with the aim of  repositioning 
the library, so that its value to the museum and the 
museum’s audience is emphasised once more. 

  

This work started with the writing of  a Library Collections Development Policy. 
This was followed in 2012, with a review of  the library collections with the aim of  
identifying ‘star pieces’ and assess the overall condition of  the collection, and a 
Preservation policy. As a starting point for the Preservation policy, the librarian used 
a Benchmarks Assessment, to identify areas of  need and draw up an Action Plan.  
Using Benchmarks is making progress more manageable, and easier to monitor 
because it categorises collection care activity into discrete sections, and identifies 
levels of  performance within each category.  This initial benchmarking of  the care 
of  the collections will be returned to, probably annually, as a way of  measuring 
progress, and targeting improvements.

Raising the profile of  collections 

“Benchmarks�was�an�important�advocacy�tool�for�me.�It�sets�
out�a�framework�of �good�practice,�which�I�can�use�to�inform�
my�discussions�about�priorities�with�my�senior�management.�

Benchmarks�has�had�a�marked�effect�on�the�day�to�day�
working�of �the�library�–�it�is�an�easy�way�into�the�application�of �

standards”�- Helen Williamson, Librarian, Horniman Museum.

Books from the Library collection 
used in the Amazon Exhibition

Pop Up Library event 
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boxes and packing materials. The stores were then decanted with the support of  
the Development Officer:  having seemed an insurmountable obstacle, the decant 
in fact only took 10 days, and the Curator believes that this was in the main due 
to the specialist knowledge of  the Development Officer, combined with the way 
that Benchmarks data can be manipulated to 
produce manageable smaller tasks. Objects 
were repacked in appropriate packaging, with 
clear walkways and Vestry now has a storage 
area, which can be used by staff, volunteers 
and researchers.

Apart from the immediate benefits of  an 
improved and accessible store, the Curator at 
the Vestry cites a growth in confidence amongst 
staff  and volunteers, particularly in applying 
for funding and in advocating for further 
improvement to their governing body. The ability 
to present data which benchmarks against 
sector standards has been a huge benefit, and 
helps to communicate needs and progress. The 
museum also found that it was able to benefit 
from an economy of  scale by working with the 
hub, and other regional museums. They were 
able to share experience, and gain practical and reassuring advice, as well as 
specialist expertise. 

At a national level, there was a further outcome from the Benchmarking work in the 
London region.  Planning which follows any kind of  collections care assessment 
like Benchmarks, needs to take place in an organisational context with is risk 
aware. Both the London and West Midlands hubs were running similar collection 
care schemes and had independently come to the conclusion that there was 
a need for improved risk awareness and risk identification expertise amongst 
heritage organisations. The lead museums for both hubs, Museum of  London 
and Birmingham Museum and Art Gallery worked together to produce the Risk 
Assessment Profiling Tool (RAPT), see http://www.raptonline.org.uk/ . RAPT supports 
museums and other heritage organisations to assess their organisations’ level of  
risk awareness, providing  a profile that indicates areas where awareness in the 
organisation is good, and areas where improvement is needed.

Vestry House Museum, London Museums Hub and  
Birmingham Museum and Art Gallery

Benchmarks can be used as a tool to target collections care support to regional 
museums, and increase collections care capacity in museums with limited 
resources.

Vestry House Museum, opened in 1931, is the local history museum for the London 
Borough of  Waltham Forest, and stands in historic Walthamstow village. It is funded 
by the London Borough of  Waltham Forest and houses the borough’s local studies 
library and archive, as well as the museum.

In 2009 the London Museums Hub was working with 
regional museums to improve regional Emergency 
Planning. As a result of  this initiative, a group of  
museums in the region, the North East London 
Museum Group, identified a need to improve storage 
and access in their stores, and London’s ACE funded 
Collection Care Development Officer offered facilitated 
Benchmarking Assessments as a way to gather the data 
needed to draw up action plans for improvements.

Vestry House Museum took the opportunity to carry out 
a Benchmarks Assessment of  their stores, supported 
by the Collection Care Development Officer. At the time, 
the Vestry House stores were overcrowded and badly 
packed, with poor access. Consequently it was very 
difficult to find anything, and stored collections were 
underused. However, the task of  reorganising the stores 

was “overwhelming,”, and seemed to be too big to handle 
within the available resources. The Development Officer carried out an assessment 
with the staff, and then analysed the results of  the assessment. Using this analysis 
she then worked with staff  to draw up a plan of  action. At the same time a bid 
was put into the Hub Grant Scheme, using both the Benchmarks data and the 
plan of  action, which resulted in a small grant funding new conservation-grade 

Sharing expertise and resources 

“Benchmarks�is�a�concrete�way�for�us�to�demonstrate�
areas�where�we�are�not�meeting�best�practice�to�
senior�management.”�-�Anna Mason, curator, William 
Morris Gallery and Vestry House Museum

“�For�us�it�was�crucial�to�have�external�input�into�
our�assessment�and�action�planning,�it�gave�
us�confidence.”��-�Anna Mason, curator, William 

Morris Gallery and Vestry House Museum
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Stores at Vestry House 
before the decant

Stores at Vestry House after repacking
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British Library

Benchmarks, provides a very accessible route into the complex area of  collections 
care standards, and does not require a high degree of  standards knowledge to 
implement. In addition it divides collections care activity into different areas, which 
prompts the user to apply practical ‘bite-size chunks’ solutions to collections care 
problems and assessments.

The Collection Care department 
of  the British Library is 
responsible for protecting and 
preserving the Library’s vast 
collections, enabling them to 
be used, experienced and 
interpreted. The Preventive 
Conservation Team works across 
all areas of  the Library putting 
measures in place to protect the 
collections from harm, inhibit the 
progress of  existing damage/
deterioration and prevent new 
damage from occurring.

Voluntary placements within 
Preventive Conservation, funded 
by the Friends of  the British 
Library, aim to support heritage 
organisations abroad who do not have a high level of  access to collections care 
tools and resources: recent years have seen a university librarian, a newly qualified 
paper conservator and university lecturers from Argentina, India and Mexico 
taking part in the scheme. The aim of  the placements is to provide an educational 
opportunity for those working in a professional capacity in the cultural heritage 
sector, i.e. in a library, archive or museum who are responsible for the preservation 
of  Library and archive material on a local and/or national level in their own country. 

Raising standards and sharing good practice

“Regarding�Benchmarks,�I�found�it�
very�useful�as�a�way�to�recognise�
and�identify�activities�that�are�not�

covered�and�that�would�otherwise�go�
unnoticed.�In�my�current�work,�I´ve�
been�using�it�as�a�reference�guide�

for�the�development�of �diagnosis�and�
conservation�plans.”�- Diana Saarva, 

Preventive Conservation Volunteer, Argentina. “Benchmarks�is�a�‘stand�alone�tool’�which�gives�a�clear�and�
simple�overview�of �standards�for�collections�care�activity.�It�is�
very�achievable,�and�can�be�used�even�if �resources�are�limited.”��
-�Sarah Hamlyn, Lead Preventative Conservator, British Library.

By working alongside library staff  the volunteers have the chance to learn and 
understand the core purposes of  the British Library and to gain knowledge, and 
identify and manage risks to collections. Their work includes identifying best 
practice for handling material, disaster preparedness, integrated pest management, 
and creating and storing surrogate copies.

Preventive Conservation has found that Benchmarks is a 
useful training tool, and it is used as part of  the training 
programme as an aid to learning about standards. 
Volunteers are encouraged to take it away with them 
and use it with their own collections, or introduce it to 
their organisations when they find work in their own 
countries. Benchmarks is not prescriptive – users 
can choose the standards which are relevant to their 
own collections, and also decide at which level their 
organisation will meet any given Benchmark. For this 
reason it is an excellent training aid, in that it flags up the 
need to make collections care decisions in the context 
of  an organisation’s circumstances and aspiration, 
and with reference to assessments about risk, both in 
organisational terms and in terms of  the objects in the 
collection.

© British Library, 2013

© British Library, 2013

© British Library, 2013
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Benchmarks in Collection Care for Museums, Archives and Libraries: 
- http://www.collectionslink.org.uk/programmes/benchmarks-for-collections-care

The Museum of  London 
- http://www.museumoflondon.org.uk/London-Wall/

The Horniman Museum 
- http://www.horniman.ac.uk/

Vestry House Museum 
- http://www.walthamforest.gov.uk/pages/services/vhm.aspx

Birmingham Museum and Art Gallery 
- http://www.bmag.org.uk/

British Library
- http://www.bl.uk/

Links

http://www.collectionslink.org.uk/programmes/benchmarks-for-collections-care
http://www.museumoflondon.org.uk/London-Wall/
http://www.horniman.ac.uk/
http://www.walthamforest.gov.uk/pages/services/vhm.aspx
http://www.bmag.org.uk/
http://www.bl.uk/
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