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Executive summary

Museums play a unique and important role in society. They help us understand where we have come 
from, telling the story of  our shared cultural identity. They help us learn from the past, so that we can 
create a better future. 

The story of  the past 10 years for UK museums has been a story of  unprecedented success. More 
people are visiting our museums than ever before. We are able to use technology in innovative ways 
to reach out beyond the physical walls and engage people in a new, more open dialogue. We have 
responded with creativity and resilience to large-scale changes in funding and policy. 

And behind this success lies the story of  the professionalisation of  collections management. 

Since the 1990s, strategic collections management has emerged as a professional discipline at the 
very core of  what a modern museum is and does. It combines new insight into management with skills 
in ‘traditional’ museum practices like documentation, environmental management and security. It brings 
together soft skills with subject expertise and the ability to use technology creatively to drive new forms of  
engagement. 

Collections management is about harnessing all of  the museum’s resources and knowledge to delivering 
value for our visitors. The case studies in this report highlight how professional collections management 
helps our wonderful museums to deliver so much more, to look ahead to the future with confidence while 
at the same time being more efficient in how they spend their money and reducing their impact on the 
environment. 

I hope that you will enjoy these stimulating examples of  excellent practice in collections management. 
If  you would like to take the conversation further, why not join our thriving international community on 
Collections Link (http://www.collectionslink.org.uk)?

 

Managing cultural collections to unlock potential

Nick Poole

CEO, Collections Trust

http://www.collectionslink.org.uk
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Engaging new audiences worldwide

Bristol Museums, Galleries and Archives opened M Shed in 2011. M Shed is 
a museum dedicated to telling the story of   Bristol, through the objects and 
stories of  its people. EMu software was already used by the museum to manage 
curatorial information about the collection, and with the planning of  MShed came 
a decision to extend the use of  EMu to capture and publish content generated by 
users of  the museum’s services.  

The EMu to M Shed project aimed to use EMu to manage the mobilisation, 
conservation and redisplay of  objects in the new museum, but also to create an 
interface which would integrate collections information from the museum and 
archive, with content created by members of  the public. The project was complex 
with tight timescales, but what was achieved represents an innovative approach to 
collections management by the project team.  EMu was linked to bespoke gallery 
and web software, which enabled content from both the museum and users to be 
collected and delivered via in-gallery and web interfaces, providing  a platform for 
an on-going  dialogue between the museum and its communities.   

As a result Bristol’s communities worldwide have a voice at M Shed: they now 
play a more democratic role in the development of  content for the museum, 
and expenditure on collections development can be more closely matched to 
community expectations. 

http://mshed.org

EMu to M Shed: transforming the use of  collections and their story

“M Shed’s vision is to maintain a dialogue with 
visitors, local communities and the wider world”

Images: 
© Bristol Museums Development Trust, 2013

http://mshed.org
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The Revisiting Collections methodology http://www.collectionslink.org.uk/
programmes/revisiting-collections/849-revisitingcollections is helping museums 
to engage with new audiences by finding out more about their collections. The 
Stories of  the World (SoW) project, was led by Arts Council England and the 
London Organising Committee of  the Olympic and Paralympic Games, and 
welcomed the world to Britain during the Olympic Games, by using collections 
to tell inspirational stories about the UK’s relationships with the world. It was 
the largest youth participation project ever delivered by museums, with more 
than 2,000 young people recruited as Young Curators to lead and develop SoW 
projects, and more than 50 museums and libraries taking part across the country. 

All museums who took part in Stories of  the World used the Revisiting Collections 
methodology to open up their collections with communities, and to capture new or 
hidden histories.  

In the run up to London 2012, a partnership of  local museums and libraries, 
led by Renaissance Yorkshire, invited individuals, groups and young people to 
work together to explore questions about Yorkshire’s heritage in a project called 
Precious Cargo: how have objects, ideas and customs found their way across the 
world and become ‘precious’ items of  Yorkshire heritage in the process? What 
are the things that are precious for Yorkshire people? What stories do they tell? 
Participants selected objects from the collections, and designed exhibitions and 
events around them, telling their own stories, historical and imagined, about the 
journeys connecting Yorkshire with the rest of  the world.  

Precious Cargo used the Revisiting Collections approach to work with young 
people to transform the way that the collections of  Yorkshire are explored, 
understood and presented. For Yorkshire the legacy of  Precious Cargo has been 
an opening up of  their collections with communities, and Bradford Museum and 
Galleries is planning a follow up exhibition to  the Precious Cargo exhibition in 
2013, working with young people to select additional objects from the collections 
to complement the story.

See Young Curators from the Precious Cargo project using the Revisiting 
Collections methodology at  http://www.collectionslink.org.uk/programmes/
revisiting-collections/725-revisiting-collections-with-young-curators

Young Curators blogged about Precious Cargo at http://preciouscargobradford.
tumblr.com/ 

Revisiting collections to find and record hidden histories  
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© Bradford Museums & Galleries, 2013

© Bradford Museums & Galleries, 2013

© Bradford Museums & Galleries, 2013

“…There was one piece in particular that caught my eye; it 
was beautiful but very delicate. To my amazement the quilt 
was hand stitched by an ex soldier! This was my favourite 
piece by far. I loved the colours and the story behind it”

http://www.collectionslink.org.uk/programmes/revisiting-collections/849-revisitingcollections
http://www.collectionslink.org.uk/programmes/revisiting-collections/849-revisitingcollections
http://www.collectionslink.org.uk/programmes/revisiting-collections/725-revisiting-collections-with-young-curators
http://www.collectionslink.org.uk/programmes/revisiting-collections/725-revisiting-collections-with-young-curators
http://preciouscargobradford.tumblr.com/
http://preciouscargobradford.tumblr.com/
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Placing people at the heart of  collections management activity, 
to improve efficiency

In April 2010 the V&A launched a Collections Management Programme – a 
strategic investment in the systems and procedures used to record collections 
information and manage collections efficiently which is due to be completed by 
December 2013. 

The museum’s previous Collections Information System (CIS) did not have the 
infrastructure to support key collections management procedures, including 
loans and conservation. As a result many systems had evolved independently in 
different departments, both paper based and electronic. This resulted in confusion 
when conflicting information was held across different systems and ‘workflows’ 
were not streamlined. 

The two key objectives of  the Collections Management Programme are to 
implement a system that will support all collections management activities and to 
review procedures to ensure they are ‘fit for purpose’.  

To date the museum has implemented a single Collections Management System 
(CMS) and  migrated over 1.2 million catalogue records. The system now supports 
the cataloguing of  museum objects and archival material and over 400 members 
of  staff  have been trained to use the new system. The museum’s existing 
Digital Asset Management System has been integrated into the new CMS and a 
streamlined Acquisitions workflow launched. 

This has delivered efficiency savings for staff, making it easier and quicker for 
them to carry out their day to day work. It will also enable richer collections 
information to be made available online through the public interface of  CMS 
‘Search the Collections’ which provides a searchable database of  object records. 
The programme has already delivered significant benefits. It has raised the 
profile of  collections management across the museum, and has emphasised its 
importance in delivering the museum’s mission. In addition it is creating a shared 
understanding that what may have been perceived as a ‘technical project about 
systems’ is in fact a project about people, the work they do, and how they do it. 

Reducing costs and managing collections more efficiently

“This programme is about people. 
Communication! Communication! Communication!” Images: © Victoria and Albert Museum, 2013
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Bishop’s Stortford Museum http://www.rhodesbishopsstortford.org.uk/museum/  
is the birthplace of  Cecil Rhodes, the financier and founder of  the diamond 
company De Beer.  The museum was created in 2002 following the merger of  the 
Rhodes Memorial Museum and the Bishop’s Stortford Local History Museum, and 
now houses local history and archaeology collections, as well as artefacts and 
archives relating to Cecil Rhodes.  The museum has three permanent members of  
staff, and is supported by a group of  dedicated volunteers. 

Storage has become a major problem for the museum, together with 
documentation backlogs, partly as a result of  unfocussed collecting in the 
past, but also following the merger of  the two collections. Having taken part in 
the SHARE Rationalisation project, staff  decided that the current situation was 
hindering them in delivering their mission effectively, and that they would work with 
their volunteers to set up a procedure which would incorporate rationalisation into 
everyday practice. 

The project began with a pilot using the museum’s postcard collection. The curator 
wanted to establish a process which would be used when volunteers were working 
on the backlogs, It was important that the process was objective and transparent, 
and staff  worked with volunteers to create a grid which would provide a way of  
numerically assessing objects as to their relevance to the collection. Volunteers  
and staff  were then asked to identify postcards which they believed definitely lay 
outside the museums Collecting Policy. Having done that, they filled out the grid, 
and if  a score of  over 33 was reached the postcard was considered for disposal. 

The benefits of  the project have been wide reaching. It has empowered 
volunteers, and connected them with the museums mission and policies, giving a 
fresh impetus and rationale to time consuming procedures. The museum will not 
now be wasting time processing and storing unwanted objects, and instead will be 
freeing space for relevant collections.

Making procedures more efficient to meet organisational purpose  

“Everyone can see the effect that this will have on the 
collection. People are excited about what we can achieve.”

Images: 
© Bishop’s Stortford Museum, 2013

http://www.rhodesbishopsstortford.org.uk/museum/
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The National Archives (TNA) is the official archive for England, Wales and the 
central UK government, containing 1,000 years of  historical records held in a 
variety of  different material types, ranging from paper and parchment, to plastics, 
photographs, maps, plans, textiles, and digital. 

TNA supports a wide-ranging preservation programme which includes rigorous 
environmental control. However, over the last ten years a greater appreciation of  
the high financial and environmental cost in maintaining control systems has led to 
a reassessment of  the their programme, partly driven by a commitment to a more 
sustainable and greener approach.  TNA’s Department of  Collection Care is taking 
a leading role in delivering a critical re-evaluation of  TNA’s current preventative 
environmental practice, which contains implications for the long-term storage of  all 
types of  material in UK collections

 TNA’s work includes projects which have investigated the effect of  microclimates 
on different collections, climate mapping exercises and the survey of  materials 
in the collection to estimate their condition and predict their life expectancy. Key 
to all of  this work is a shift in thinking from the more prescriptive application of  
environmental control standards such as BS5454, to something based on the 
sensitivity of  the objects, the expected life of  the collection and its use, and 
organisational priorities.

This new approach has steered the recent publication of  the BSi PAS 198:2012 
Specification for managing environmental conditions for cultural collections, led 
by TNA, which takes a risk-based approach to environmental management and 
recognises that each collection has different requirements. The specification 
breaks new ground in that, for the first time, explicit reference is made to the 
‘expected lifetime of  a collection’; in other words, the length of  time over which 
the useable life of  an item can be prolonged. The specification represents a 
new approach to collections stewardship, supporting collection organisations 
to balance the often conflicting demands of  the use of  their collection with 
preservation and expenditure. 

A sustainable approach to applying environmental standards 

“This isn’t about relaxing environmental standards, its about making informed 
decisions for a collection” - Nancy Bell, Head of  Collection Care, The National Archives

Images: 
© National Archives, 2013
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Exploiting opportunities presented by new technologies

Sharing and creating new knowledge 

The Shakespeare Birthplace Trust cares for the largest collection of  Shakespeare 
material in Europe, and promotes the works, life and times of  William Shakespeare 
worldwide.  

In 2010 the Trust created a blog called Finding Shakespeare, at http://
findingshakespeare.co.uk/, with the aim of  curating stories from Shakespeare’s 
work, life and times, to raise awareness of  the collections, provide access around 
the world, and experiment with digital knowledge sharing and interpretation. 

The blog contains posts by staff, volunteers and invited bloggers, which explore 
a diversity of  themes and open up platforms for discussion. Text, images, video 
and audio all provide a window onto the world of  Shakespeare, with links through 
to social media and opportunities to contribute knowledge to the collections. Most 
posts receive 80-200 views, and Finding Shakespeare has been accessed in 142 
countries.

As well as the benefit of  increased and worldwide audiences, the collections 
department at the Shakespeare Birthplace Trust has found that the blog, and the 
raising of  a ‘blogging culture’ within the Trust, has led to a marked increase in 
the technical skills of  Trust staff. In addition, new partnerships have formed with 
other organisations opening up the possibility of  new areas of  research into the 
collections. 

The collections blog has also given staff  the opportunity to reframe their approach 
to collecting, managing and interpreting knowledge about the collections. It has 
served as a driver to think about the language used to describe and interpret 
objects, and the skills needed to communicate with audiences in a digital medium. 
The blog now holds a wealth of  new collections knowledge, and the next step for 
the collections department is to consider how that knowledge can be captured in 
the Trust’s collections management systems. 

“Collections can and should be used to spark 
discussion and debate with audiences” Images: 

© Shakespeare Birthplace Trust, 2013

http://findingshakespeare.co.uk/
http://findingshakespeare.co.uk/
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The Science Museum trialled the use of  an Object Wiki to connect with audiences, 
and share information about their collections at http://objectwiki.sciencemuseum.
org.uk/wiki/Home . The wiki, which is now closed for comment but still online, was 
based on objects on display in the Dan Dare exhibition and aimed to add to users 
enjoyment of  the exhibition by inviting them to add their personal memories of  
using the objects. In the process the museum might also enhance the knowledge 
it already held.  

The wiki contains 624 objects. Each object is displayed on a single page, with 
an introductory paragraph, mostly taken from the object label in the exhibition, 
an image of  the object, and any known details such as manufacturer, and date 
of  manufacture. The user was able to interact with the wiki appending their own 
memories to an object’s page, or edit the museum’s text. 

The style of  the wiki was informal: users could add content without logging in, and 
content was moderated by museum staff  post publishing. Some objects received 
a large number of  visits, and many contributions, whilst a few less popular objects 
were not commented on at all. The wiki also became popular with Science 
Museum members of  staff, who also contributed edits. 

A user talk page enabled interaction between museum staff  and contributors, and 
a small community of  people made regular use of  the site. 

The wiki was considered to be successful by Science Museum staff: it provided 
another channel into the exhibition, and they obtained new information about 
some objects. An unexpected benefit was that it gave staff  a new and informal 
way to collect new information, and take part in discussions about objects with 
audiences.

Find out more about this wiki, and a wiki piloted by the British Postal Museum and 
Archive at http://www.museumsandtheweb.com/mw2009/papers/looseley/looseley.
html 

Connecting with audiences

‘I owned the same Hillman Imp, FSW 858J, for nine years. It was great fun and full of  character.  Of  course, it did break down from time 
to time, but other than new spider joints, a new radiator, several new radiator hoses, a new clutch, a new clutch-release bearing, an 
accelerator cable, a carburettor, a few batteries, numerous fan belts, a few alternators, new king-pins, a replacement steering rack, 
four new shocks, two new headlamps, new engine gaskets, a new dip-stick and of  course the usual “wearables”, it never went wrong!’

Images: 
© Science Museum, 2013

http://objectwiki.sciencemuseum.org.uk/wiki/Home
http://objectwiki.sciencemuseum.org.uk/wiki/Home
http://www.museumsandtheweb.com/mw2009/papers/looseley/looseley.html
http://www.museumsandtheweb.com/mw2009/papers/looseley/looseley.html
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Achieving internationally recognised best practice standards

Creating the EKCO collection

Southend Museums has completed a rationalisation project, which has made it 
possible to access and use a unique collection of  EKCO radios, produced by 
the now closed EKCO factory which was based in Southend-on-Sea. A plan to 
move stores provided the opportunity to review the radio collection, which over 
the years had grown in size and scope to over 600 objects, and included radios, 
gramophones, televisions and duplicates, many of  which did not have any local 
connection. 

The museum followed basic procedure for dealing with collections backlogs, as 
described in SPECTRUM: they inventoried the collection, and reconciled objects 
with existing documentation. They also took the opportunity to photograph every 
object in the radio collection. Then, with reference to the museum’s Collecting 
Policy, they identified objects for disposal, and used the MA Disposal Toolkit to 
process disposals.  Proceeds from the sale of  unwanted objects were used to 
improve the care of  the collection. 

Now that the radio collection has been refocused it provides a unique perspective 
on the history of  the iconic EKCO radio, and is the most comprehensive single 
collection of  EKCO radios in the world. The collection has a high profile within 
the local council, and the museum is discovering more about the history of  the 
factory. New links are being made with the local community and the museum can 
now develop the radio collection: it will appear on a forthcoming Antiques Road 
Trip and will also soon be added to the museums online database at http://www.
southendmuseums.co.uk/resources/search

The museum has since taken part in the SHARE Museums East Rationalisation 
Project, which developed a formal methodology for the rationalisation of  
collections. As part of  the project the staff  at Southend Museum created a 
rationalisation plan which addresses other areas of  the collections.

“We’ve gone from an alright collection, to an 
amazing collection – it is now our pride and joy”

Previous EKCO employees at 
a reunion at the museum share 
their memories of  the factory.

Images: 
 © Southend Museums, 2013

http://www.southendmuseums.co.uk/resources/search
http://www.southendmuseums.co.uk/resources/search


12

In preparation for their Accreditation return, the Collections Team at Leeds 
Museums and Galleries (LMG) reviewed the collections management 
performance, policies, procedures and plans against the Accreditation, 
SPECTRUM 4.0, PAS:197 standards and other available standards and guides to 
best practice in collections management. 

The review involved mapping the museum’s current collections management 
performance measures, policies and plans against the standards to identify 
where it might be relevant for them to improve. Using the PAS 197 Collections 
Management Framework, the Registrar & Collections Manager created a plan 
to re-frame and re-write policies relating to collections development, care and 
conservation, access and information. The project involved working and consulting 
across the whole museum with the full endorsement of  senior management. 

Using the PAS 197 Collections Management Framework has provided clarity 
around collections management policy making for LMG. The difference between 
policy, procedure and plan is now understood and reflected in clearer and 
more effective documents, which have been integrated into a single Collections 
Management Handbook/Portal. The project has achieved consistency and 
transparency across the Service, and it is hoped that publishing these policies 
on the website will enable greater transparency for audiences. In particular 
LMG hopes that publishing the Collections Development Policy online will start a 
dialogue with users about how the collections are developing.

The process has already started to show benefits. In particular it is driving a 
cultural shift within the museum towards collections development: the inclusion of  
lending and borrowing within the central Collections Development Policy, allows 
LMG to consider lending and borrowing a key strategy for improving the collection 
for the user. Collections review and the significant assessment tools are now 
included within the museums Collections Management Framework to assist staff  to 
manage the development of  the collection.

Achieving clarity, consistency and transparency in the management of  collections

“Effective management of  our collections is fundamental to maximising 
use and access, having clear and transparent policy, procedures and plans 
are key.  We strive to meet best practice standards in whatever we do”

Images: © Leeds Museums 
and Galleries, 2013

Collections Management Framework from PAS 197
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SYNTHESYS II is a European Union funded project which began in 2009 
and is composed of  a consortium of  20 European natural history museums, 
universities and botanic gardens. The project is creating digital infrastructure, 
networks, training courses, tools and methodologies to improve the management, 
preservation and access to leading European natural history collections.

An important strand of  the project is called Network Activity 2 – Collections 
Management (NA2) http://www.synthesys.info/II_na_2.htm. The aim of  the strand 
is to improve the standard of  European collections management for natural history 
collections, by working with a multi-disciplinary group of  collections management 
experts to provide and share advice and expertise. 

To date NA2 has created a Collections Management Assessment Tool, see  
http://www.synthesys.info/II_na_2_selfasses.htm, that allows collections managers 
to use an online assessment form to measure their management of  natural 
history collections against a set of  established benchmarks. A status report is 
then produced, with advice for actions on improving areas which do not meet 
the benchmarks. These reports can and have been used to plan programmes of  
improvement and as support for funding bids.

NA2 has also used the SYNTHESYS network to create a set of  collections 
management Performance Indicators (PIs) for the management of  natural 
history collections, http://www.synthesys.info/II_na_2.htm#h-5. The PIs identify 
characteristics of  efficiency that lend themselves to numerical analysis, and can 
help to indicate aspects of  good collections management. They demonstrate 
accountability, efficiency and effectiveness. 

As well as informing policy and planning NA2 PIs have been designed to allow 
collections organisations to create their own subset of  indicators which are 
relevant to their own circumstances.

Working together to agree and benchmark best practice

“ ‘Collective’ collections management projects can be challenging, particularly when 
they involve staff  from many different counties. But the effort is well worth it.”

Images: 
 © Natural History Museum, 2013

http://www.synthesys.info/II_na_2.htm
http://www.synthesys.info/II_na_2_selfasses.htm
http://www.synthesys.info/II_na_2.htm#h-5
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Conclusion and recommendations
We hope that this report has given you an insight into how professional collections management is helping 
museums to open up, achieve more and look ahead with confidence. 

As the professional body for the management and use of  collections and technology, the Collections Trust 
supports and encourages museums and cultural organisations to invest strategically in their collections and 
their people. 

We are pleased to offer the following priority actions for future development:

1  We need to ensure that collections management is recognised and valued as a professional discipline, 
a key part of  delivering an efficient, effective museum sector for the future;

2  Museums must be encouraged to integrate strategic collections management into the development 
and delivery of  their future plans;

3  Collections management provides a non-academic route to entry to the museum sector, helping to 
diversify the workforce. We must invest in opening up the profession;

4  Museums need to be supported to invest in the development of  collections management skills for the 
entire workforce, from front-of-house to back office, senior management and Trustees;

5  We need to develop a UK-wide evidence framework to support future prioritisation and demonstrate 
the return-on-investment in collections management;

6  Museums must be encouraged and supported to use the best current knowledge to manage their 
impact on the environment, minimise energy costs and reduce their use of  non-renewable resources.

Collections management can help deliver a healthy, happy and resilient future for UK museums. We 
welcome your support in making this happen. 
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