
 
 

Guidance on bulk accessioning 
 

This guidance covers the benefits of bulk accessioning and how it might be applied in 
different scenarios. 
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1. What is bulk accessioning and why is it important? 
Bulk accessioning is the process of assigning one accession number to a large group of 
similar objects which have been acquired for the long-term collections. It is particularly useful 
with archaeological, natural history, photographic and archive collections, which may involve 
large quantities of similar but related objects eg boxes of sherds, trays of insects and albums 
of photographs. In these cases, it may not be practical or useful to create a separate record 
for each object.  

Bulk accessioning is important because it saves time and resources, whilst ensuring that 
accountability for long term collections is maintained.  

If it is applied appropriately, a large number of objects can be accessioned into a collection 
very quickly, whilst ensuring that the museum has a description of the accessioned group, 
knows what is in that group, where it came from and where it is located. 

 

2. Spectrum 5.0 and the Museum Accreditation Scheme 
It is a requirement of the Museum Accreditation Scheme that the Spectrum primary 
procedures are in place in Accredited museums. Spectrum primary procedures are the 
foundation of a basic museum documentation system.  

Bulk accessioning is applied during the Acquisition and accessioning procedure. The 
principles of bulk accessioning may also be relevant in the Cataloguing procedure. 

If you use bulk accessioning in your museum you should include instructions about how it is 
applied, and under what circumstances, in your documentation procedural manual. 
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3. How to bulk accession 
The same principles apply to bulk accessioning as apply to the accessioning of a single 
object. Please refer to ‘Guidance for secure and tamperproof accession records’ (on 
Collections Trust website) for guidance on: 

• The format accession records can take. 

• Accessioning. 

• Collections Trust accession registers and transfer of title forms. 
 

The option of bulk accessioning should not be used as a rationale for acquiring large groups 
of objects. All acquisitions, whether they are to be processed individually or in bulk, should 
be acquired with reference to your museum’s collections development policy. 

Bulk accessioning a group of objects means that: 

• A single accession number is allocated and attached to the whole group.  
In an example of a photograph album containing 274 photographs plus the album, 
the number 2018.14.1-275 could be allocated, which indicates that the group is the 
14th accession in 2018, and that it consists of 275 separate parts. Bulk accession 
numbers are usually physically attached to a group in one place, often to packaging, 
or to the largest object of the group – in the example of the photograph album, to the 
album itself. 

• A single accession record entry is created for the whole group. 
 

When you are bulk accessioning, it is important that: 

• Objects which are bulk accessioned under one accession number have a common 
source, usually the same donor or seller, and have come into the museum at the 
same time. For example, a museum may own many versions of the same 
photograph; these should not be accessioned under one number just because they 
are the same image. Similarly, two groups of objects from the same donor/seller 
which have come into the museum at different times should not be bulk accessioned. 

• The number of objects in a bulk accession are counted and recorded in the 
accession register, usually as part of the accession number. 

• The accession number is attached to the group in some way; however, if an object is 
going to be separated from the container then it needs to be marked separately. 

 

4. Bulk accessioning and Cataloguing 

Depending on the type of objects in a bulk accessioned group, and how they are going to be 
used, it may be decided that it is appropriate to allocate resources to cataloguing the group 
in more detail. For example, a large group of photographs may be accessioned under one 
number, but because the photographs cover a wide range of subjects, a decision may be 
made to catalogue each photograph individually (or catalogue some of them individually). 
This is so that information about individual photos, such as subject matter or location, can be  
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retrieved easily. However, if the objects are similar and located in the same place (eg a 
group of sherds), bulk cataloguing can be applied by creating a single catalogue record. See 
the Spectrum Cataloguing procedure. 

 

5. Bulk accessioning and different types of collection 
 

Social history and natural history collections  

Some types of objects lend themselves to bulk accessioning eg in social history collections, 
tins of buttons, Meccano sets, and tool kits can all be bulk accessioned. Similarly, natural 
history collections are often categorised and stored in drawers, cases, and albums.  

Again, if the collection is already in one container, for instance butterflies in a drawer, then 
the accession number can be marked on the drawer and the number of butterflies in the 
drawer recorded in the accession register. 
 

Archaeology collections 

Bulk accessioning and bulk cataloguing are very useful methods for dealing with 
archaeological archives, which often contain very large numbers of objects that will never 
need to be made accessible individually and can only sensibly be documented in bulk. 
However, the museum should ensure that the level of detail is sufficient for legal reasons 
where transfer or deposit is made. 

Some archaeology collections are acquired with their own records and numbering system 
and it is often better to continue using this rather than to spend time and resources re-
numbering and duplicating information. Such collections would still need to be accessioned 
using one global accession number, however, rather than allocating new accession part 
numbers it is often better to continue to use the original catalogue numbers.  

Sometimes, an accession number is assigned by the receiving museum before deposition; 
this can be subdivided into part numbers which cover finds and the documentary archive 
individually or in bulk by batches, as appropriate. It is not normally necessary or feasible to 
list every subdivision of the site number in the accessions register. A brief description of the 
site and contents of the archive should suffice, provided that the documentation acquired as 
part of the archive includes a comprehensive list of the archive’s contents.  

In the event of a museum acquiring a finds archive with no or inadequate listings on entry, it 
may be preferable to restrict the main accession register entry to a global site summary and 
list its components in a separate sub-register or file for that site only. Thought should be 
given to the different levels of cataloguing for archaeology collections; a summary list of 
archives and assemblages, rather than lists of every individual find, may be all that is 
immediately required or feasible.  

In some cases, it may be desirable and possible to catalogue all finds and documentary 
archives at an object level, in others it will be more appropriate or only possible to catalogue 
at the level of collection or group. 
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6. Bulk accessioning and Inventory 

When dealing with backlogs, bulk accessioning can be useful if: 

• Your museum has a straightforward accessioning backlog. 

• It is clear exactly which objects are un-accessioned. 

• Objects have all their associated acquisition information. 
 

If this is not the case, then bulk accessioning will only be useful as part of a larger process 
for resolving documentation problems. 

In many museums, documentation problems are difficult to unravel. When carrying out 
inventory most museums go through a lengthy sorting process. Before any inventory is 
carried out it is important to work out the precise status of individual objects.  

Are the objects, for example, definitely not accessioned or might they have been previously 
accessioned and become disconnected from their accession numbers? Were the objects 
definitely gifts or were they actually loans or uncollected enquiries? For more information 
about tackling backlogs see the Spectrum Inventory procedure. 
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