
 

 

 

Disposals 

Transcript of Q&A panel livestreamed on 15 May 2020 in association with the  

Social History Curators Group (https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gtBRiZWx9Kw) 

Sarah Brown (Collections Trust), Rebecca Lucas (Social History Curators Group), Rosalyn Skylar, Dr 

Jennie Morgan (University of Stirling), Helen Taylor (Black Country Living Museum) and Sarah Briggs 

(Museums Association) 

SB: OK, morning everyone and welcome to another Collections Trust Q&A panel. I’m Sarah from 

Collections Trust, the outreach officer, and today I’m doing a panel in collaboration with the Social 

History Curators Group. We’re joined by a great panel, who are going to introduce themselves 

momentarily. I will be hosting or rather co–hosting today.  

Rebecca is our co–host from the Social History Curators Group, and Rebecca is going to top and tail 

the session today. So I’m going to hand over briefly to Rebecca who’s going to introduce herself and 

just say a little bit more about the group. Then we’ll come back to me and we’ll hear from the rest of 

the panel. 

Introductions 

RL: I’m Rebecca. By day I’m the collections officer at North Lincolnshire Museum Service, but I’m 

also one of the seminar organisers for SHCG. We are a subject specialist network who advocate for 

social history in museums and we offer lots of different CPD opportunities to our members, including 

running seminars and an annual conference. So for  March we had a seminar planned on the theme 

of rationalisation and disposal at the Black Country Living Museum, but we decided to postpone that 

before we were forced to cancel it, and then shortly after this opportunity arose to do a digital Q&A 

session with the Collections Trust using our speakers as the panel, which I think is a great 

opportunity. We get to hear from them and it’s a great way to still keep in contact and still be 

producing content for our members in lockdown, so welcome everybody.  

I know certainly I’ve had a bit more time to think about collections management during this 

lockdown period. There have been a lot of other challenges, but I’ve also had an opportunity to step 

back and think about our rationalisation policies and our collection management policies, so 

hopefully this is as useful for everybody else as it will be for me. I’ll be watching from the side–lines, 

ready to sum up at the end, noting down any key points and arguments, and I’ll be monitoring our 

Twitter (@SHCG1). 

RS: My name is Rose Sklar and I’ve been working in the museum sector for about years. During that 

time I’ve worked in local authority museums, national museums, independent museums, and I have 

experienced rationalisation, review and development projects, to a greater or lesser extent in all of 

those institutions, but most significantly at the Shakespeare Birthplace Trust, where we carried out 

our Effective Collections project, beginning in  and ongoing really. It never really came to a proper 

end. In that project we reviewed over a thousand objects and disposed of different objects through 

transfer, gift, sale and destruction.  
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JM: My name is Jennie Morgan. I’m really pleased to be here this morning. I’m a lecturer in heritage 

at the University of Stirling and I was really thrilled to be invited to the original workshop and now 

the panel today, really due to my research on the curating profusion theme of the Heritage Futures 

project [https://heritage–futures.org/profusion–in–museums–report/], which has been quite a large 

project, funded by the Arts and Humanities Research Council, and along with my colleagues Sharon 

Macdonald and Harald Fredheim, who worked on the project while at the University of York, we’ve 

been looking at how people both in museums and particularly museums with social history objects 

and collections, and also people in households, make decisions about what and what not to keep for 

the future. 

HT: My name’s Helen Taylor. I’m currently the collections manager at the Black Country Living 

Museum. So I come at disposals really from a non–traditional museum perspective. It’s a –acre 

open–air living museum that we look after the collections for, so that includes really small social 

history collections, we’ve got an archive, and up to anything that is the size of a canal boat, tram, 

trolley bus, that sort of thing. So I’ve worked on really small disposals projects where we just do a 

shelf of things that need to be disposed of, through to really big large clearing of industrial–sized 

things.  

SBr: I’m Sarah Briggs. I’m the collections development officer for the Museums Association. Previous 

to my role in the Museums Association I’ve worked for a number of museums in South Yorkshire, in 

a number of different collections roles, and I have undertaken a fair amount of disposals as part of 

those roles. For my work with Museum Association I look after our Esmee Fairbairn Collections Fund 

projects, many of which, especially recently, do include rationalisation and disposal of collections, so 

it’s a key part of my role to understand this and support organisations going through the process.  

Successful and proactive disposals 

SB: I thought we would start with quite a nice opener. The question was: what in your opinion helps 

to contribute to successful and proactive disposals? 

RS: I think the first thing is it has to be part of wider activity that you’re undertaking as an 

organisation to review your collections management policy and any other activities. It has to have 

support from the highest levels of your organisation. There has to be an agreed reason for the 

collections review and intended outcomes. You have to ask yourself some quite searching questions. 

What it is your organisation’s identity? How did this develop? Does it still fit with what you’re doing? 

Where do you want to be in 10 years’ time? What do you want your collection to look like?  

And it’s helpful to sometimes target a sub–collection of objects. We did that at the trust. So we 

didn’t look at the collection as whole, we looked at a smaller sub-section. Start with inventory – 

understand why you have all this stuff, what it’s about, what it’s for, what you want to do with it. Be 

methodical. Keep excellent records of all of the above and recognise that this might be a process 

that’s ongoing over a long period of time.  

JM: I’m joining panel today from a slightly different perspective to my fellow colleagues in that I’m 

here in a research capacity, and one of the things that we’ve been trying to do in the Curating 

Profusion research is really to kind of consider what kinds of ideas, including those borrow from 

actually beyond museums, might be useful or helpful for thinking about disposal. And so one way we 

did this during our project was by running an event, and we actually brought together a professional 

declutterer, so a person who goes into people’s homes and declutters and organises, Dr Zemirah 

Moffat, with museum professionals to discuss some of her top tips, her strategies for decluttering 

people’s homes.  
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There’s a short blog that we wrote about that – it’s actually on the Collections Trust website if 

anyone’s interested [https://collectionstrust.org.uk/blog/perspectives–on–disposal–decluttering/] 

where we talk about the kinds of strategies that participants identified as being really helpful. But 

just to give you one very brief example and a flavour of the event, participants at our workshop felt 

that building in much more regular, periodic review and disposal into core collections workflow 

could potentially be really helpful, or to use the declutterer’s words, the idea that clutter clearing is 

best done regularly, little and often. 

HT: I think Ros and Jennie touched on some really important things there about making it part of a 

regular routine and in my view it’s as important as collecting and reviewing your collection policy, 

you should be doing the same with disposals. I think the main thing for me is having the support 

network with disposals, so having the whole of your museum onside understanding why we’re doing 

disposals, from your immediate team, support with your volunteers, but even up to higher levels, 

making sure the senior management are understanding why you’re doing what you’re doing, and 

the board as well. Having a really supportive board when you’re doing disposals really helps, 

because they’re the people that you’re presenting your papers to that ultimately have the say and 

you want them to understand why you’re doing what you’re doing. So, yes, I think that’s the main 

thing for me. 

SBr: Yes, it’s a really good question and everybody’s covered a lot of the really key points, and what I 

suppose I’d like to add to this is when we did the research for the Museums Association for the 

Empowering Collections report we did ask people about disposals and what the barriers they felt to 

disposals were, and the biggest thing that came across was a confidence in the sector really, so I 

suppose what I like to say is to remember that as collections professionals you are the experts on 

this.  

You are supported by the museum sector to undertake disposals. It’s a really important and critical 

part of good collections care to keep reviewing your collections, and as everyone said, a little and 

often is a really good approach, and so, yes, just to know that you’re supported and that you should 

have the confidence in your own abilities, that that you can make the right decisions, and a great 

way to think about this is to be as transparent as you can, and we’ll touch upon this a bit later I 

think, and talk to your audiences and bring them along on the journey with you. 

SB: Something I wanted to quickly mention before we get to our next question, and you just 

reminded me, Sarah, talking about the sort of support and guidance that’s available, we will 

probably mention certain resources as we go, like the Museums Association Disposal Toolkit 

[https://www.museumsassociation.org/collections/disposal–toolkit], like the blog that Jennie 

mentioned, and a lot of them will be on the Collections Trust website, so there is a section on there, 

particularly in the Accreditation resources and the Spectrum–related resources, all about this topic. 

Acquisition, disposal and rationalisation policies 

SB: So our next question was about policy and I thought this was another good one to have at the 

start, because everything should really be based on policy, in an ideal world that would be the case, 

so the question was: do you feel that an acquisition policy should hold equal weight to a disposal 

and rationalisation policy? 

SBr: So, yes, it’s a really good question. I would say your acquisition, your disposal policy, should be 

part of a wider collections development policy and as such they should really have equal measure 

within that. Both acquisition and disposal are very much dependent on your own organisational 

goals and they should all be tied in with an organisational of strategy and long–term plan. And they 
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should work together to enable you to keep your collection relevant to your audiences and your 

organisational needs, so I would just say equal measure – very much. 

Future–proofing disposals 

SB: Our next question is: many museums are storing items that they purchased in the days of plenty 

to furnish branch galleries that they no longer run. Sometimes these branch galleries are still being 

managed as heritage attractions, perhaps run by volunteers or other organisations. Do you think it 

shows a failure to imagine a brighter future with the branch galleries back in service when the 

museums attempt disposal of these now homeless collections? How far ahead should we be looking 

when we imagine a collection being useful once again? Perhaps it’s important to retain a bulky 

collection to make a political point, to use the collection to say look how much less space we have, 

or is a brighter future just one without so much lumber weighing us down?  

JM: I think it’s a really interesting set of questions, but I think  I’ll leave the specific query about the 

revitalisation of branch galleries – perhaps my fellow panellists are probably better placed to answer 

that very specific query – but instead maybe just provide a general comment and response on what I 

think collectively this set of really interesting question speaks to, and I think what they do is that 

they highlight some of the reasons why making disposal decisions might sometimes be experienced 

as being quite difficult or potentially even considered as a bit too complex to actually do, particularly 

this idea of holding on to collections in case, just in case, they might become useful in the future, but 

of course having no real way of knowing whether this moment of future use will actually arrive. 

In the profusion research I’ve been doing with my colleagues we certainly found that this uncertainty 

can make people quite reluctant at times to undertake disposals. So the question suggests that one 

way to help could be to set specific timeframes for considering usefulness, and I think this again is 

really, really thought–provoking, and certainly emerged in our profusion research where some 

museum professionals told us that they certainly see scope to think much more specifically in much 

more concrete ways about the future and timeframes for keeping and collections development. 

I can’t, unfortunately for the person who asked this question, answer how long branch collections 

should be kept for, but maybe beyond this specific kind of example what these questions perhaps 

point to is the need to accept that for some collections or items this moment of use might never 

actually come, and accepting this possibility perhaps might help us feel a little bit better about 

letting go in very sort of careful cases. 

In terms of whether the bulky collections, just for the final part of the question, should be held on to 

or whether we should trim them down, I guess the point I’d like to say here is that these collections 

are not problematic in and of themselves. One way of looking at these would be to see them as 

really plentiful, bountiful resources or archives of the future. But curators in our study did very much 

explain how these bulky collections can also risk limiting or stopping the ability to continue to collect 

in the present, particularly for social history collections and new and under–represented areas it’s 

not possible to keep on expanding storage indefinitely 

So partly what we’ve tried to do in the research is really think through ideas of trying to do more 

with less, through what we called the growing collections, which might involve some careful and 

targeted loss I think. I’ll leave it there, but a really interesting set of questions which gets to the crux 

I think of some of the really challenging and complex issues with disposals. 

HT: Just a couple of practical things. Obviously I don’t manage any branch galleries, but just maybe 

asking whether you can practically look after those objects? Can you care for them? If you can’t care 



for them, is it really the best thing for those objects for you to be holding on to them just in case. 

And then the other thing for me would just be to check whether it fits with your collections policy. 

There’s no point in keeping objects just in case if there’s no reason for you to have them. That’s my 

view. 

Opportunity to refocus the use of collections 

SB: Our next question was another interesting, maybe slightly philosophical question. So following 

this time of crisis, museums may decide curatorially motivated disposal is even less of a priority, but 

perhaps the opposite is true. We have a unique opportunity as individual museums to refocus their 

mission and use of collections. How can we embrace this opportunity? Will disposal out of the public 

sector perhaps become a more acceptable outcome? 

SBr: This is a really good question. I’d like to sort of split it into a couple of points if I may. So firstly 

the very last part of the question is talking about disposal outside of the public sector and what I’d 

say with this is it is always OK. It’s part of the disposal guidelines produced by the Museums 

Association. There will be circumstances sometimes when that is the most appropriate and desirable 

outcome. It’s certainly preferable from an environmental point of view not just disposing of or 

throwing away collections, to do that, and you may find that you’ve reached the end of the road in 

terms of finding a home within the public domain. In which case it is appropriate and you are 

supported with this – there is detailed guidance in the Disposal Toolkit 

[https://www.museumsassociation.org/collections/disposal–toolkit], which I won’t go through now 

as you can look at that later. 

But secondly, I think the really interesting idea is about what the current situation will mean for 

disposals and I think it really is a time of reflection for the sector. Whether you’re furloughed or not, 

I think we’re all thinking a bit more about how we might be working differently when we’re back at 

work and so maybe this is a situation, an opportunity, to make changes that you’ve been thinking of, 

so maybe refocusing your engagement and putting disposals into that process, and so, yes, I think 

it’s going to be a good time to think about how we do disposals and how we undertake disposals and 

what outcomes we are happy with. 

JM: I really love this question too – I agree, really, really thought–provoking – and I suspect that I 

agree with the question, I suspect that a kind of readdressing and refocusing of the purpose and 

function of collections is really going to come out of  the aftermath of this crisis. And you know 

disposal very much does hold potential to help with this, because as most of you who are involved in 

disposal do, while it’s primarily about letting go of items, that of course requires thinking very 

carefully and closely about what you’re keeping and why you’re keeping, and so the question and 

really sort of challenges us to think about how we might embrace this opportunity, and I interpreted 

that, maybe to put it a little bit differently, to think about what support might be needed to kind of 

build confidence around territorially motivated disposal – and this issue of confidence has always 

been raised today. 

Again, going back to some of the research that was done, I’d argue that maybe some of the 

uncertainties in the confidence–building around doing disposals does not necessarily suggest a need 

for ever more detailed procedural guidance. I think there’s a whole host of really excellent guidance 

out there produced by the organisations and the panel today, but perhaps some new and even 

creative ways of thinking about disposal in the future of collections, and so one of the things I’m 

quite interested in is thinking around how disposal might hold potential to think quite differently 

about this idea of collections growth, so a shift away from seeing collections growth as acquiring 
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more and more things to the building of much closer and richer relationship between museums and 

people, and how this might be facilitated by, say, letting go of redundant objects and releasing these 

into new and more diverse contexts of meaning and use, of significance, and certainly more creative 

methods for disposal I think has a really powerful and important role to play in this. 

So I’m sure it will come up further, but for example disposing through giving to charities to put back 

into new contexts of use. I’ve spoken to people who have thought about whether there’s potential 

for more creative and even artistic use, say, of objects that are damaged and maybe breaking these 

down into broken component parts and being put, recirculated, upcycled if you like, into creative 

projects. I haven’t seen examples of that happening in practice yet, but I think there is scope to 

certainly experiment with these new and creative ways of thinking. 

RS: I would just say in response to this question, and just to add to what Sarah and Jenny have 

already said, that  perhaps this is the time to challenge our philosophy about what museums are, 

and whether actually a museum is the holy grail for every object that ever exists forever? So [is] the 

best place for anything to end up in a museum? Is that the best thing for it? 

I think as well, looking back to the past and in terms of how museums collected and disposed of 

things, we know that institutions collected and disposed of things in the early part of the century 

without so much scrutiny and so much care. Everybody’s got that thing in the accession register that 

isn’t there anymore and there’s no explanation for where it went, so maybe we’ve got ourselves into 

a corner that we actually need to start coming back out of in all of the ways that Sarah and Jennie 

were talking about. 

Objects that nobody wants 

SB: Our next question actually leads on fairly nicely and again it’s a relatively long one. So the 

question is: as part of my museum’s ongoing commitment to collections rationalisation I’ve 

managed to tackle several disposal projects in the last few years, through which I’ve managed 

successfully to re–home all of the objects – so first of all congratulations to whoever this is. I’m 

working on one at the moment where I suspect I will be left with a number of objects that nobody 

wants, having followed all of the MA Disposal Toolkit methods of disposal guidance. I’m interested 

to know what others have done in this position. For example, have they ended up donating objects 

to charity shops or simply throwing things away – that feels wrong. 

Also, we follow the MA Disposal Toolkit guidelines, but I rarely get any interest generated from 

adverts to other museums through things like ‘Find an object’ page on the Museums Association 

website. I then spend a great deal of time researching other collections in order to target individual 

museums to see if they’re interested in specific objects, but has anyone else found a more time–

efficient way to tackle that? 

HT: The first part of that question is about what you do with objects that essentially nobody wants. I 

mean we’re sort of lucky in that we’ve got a site where we put objects into a use collection and then 

it can go onto display in one of the houses, so there is that aspect and I know not everyone has that 

option to do that. But other things I would think about is can it be used for handling? Is there any 

sort of handling box that you can make out of those unwanted objects? Is there any way you can use 

it as an educational tool? We’ve looked recently with the science, the STEM stuff, about materials, 

so can it go in a materials box? 

We’ve donated stuff: to charity shops – normally things that get posted to us that just are 

completely irrelevant to our collecting policy. It’s fine. Don’t feel bad if it needs to go to a charity 



shop and that’s the best place for it. That’s fine. There are lots of charities that are grateful for 

donations. I’d look at specialist charities. I know you were talking about glass, but we’ve used Tools 

with a Mission [https://www.twam.uk/] and another one that we regularly use for furnishings and 

tools and things that we don’t want, and for me it’s better that it goes to somewhere that can use it 

than you just throwing it away. 

We’ve thrown things away as well, just because we’ve had things that are just completely beyond us 

looking after them. They’ve rusted – it goes in the skip – and I think it’s just about changing your 

mindset about feeling bad about getting rid of things. I’m sort of naturally brutal about getting rid of 

things and saying it doesn’t need to be there. Obviously following your procedures and your due 

diligence and things, but if you don’t need it, get rid of it. To answer the second part, about the 

time–consuming a bit about when no one wants it, I would have a look at using networks, subject 

specialist networks – there’s a website that’s dedicated to those 

[https://www.subjectspecialistnetworks.org.uk/] – and not only because I’m part of SHCG, but SHCG 

have a brilliant JISCmail service that you can use to put your objects out there, so there will be other 

places that you can do things en masse, but I think researching specific museums, if it’s part of that 

process then although it’s time–consuming it’s probably worth doing that as well. 

RS: We also went through a checklist, so ‘Find an object’ is a place to start and you can make contact 

with lots of Accredited museums, but you also sometimes make contact with non–accredited 

museums, so that can be your second choice. Also heritage institutions – I directly contacted the 

National Trust centrally and some of their properties are Accredited collections and some of them 

aren’t, so if you do that centrally, then they can contact all their curators at the same time and we 

got a lot of response, especially for 19th century social history items. 

In fact, returning it to the donor, if you can make contact, that is an option, and I’ll talk about that 

more as there’s another question later. Community organisations as well might be interested and 

also, you know, obviously we got to the point where we went through a large auction sale as well. 

And there isn’t an easy way – it’s hard! 

SB: But I like your idea of a checklist. I think that’s really important just to keep you on track, and 

also so you don’t duplicate work if you’ve got several people working on that, everyone knows 

where you’ve got to. 

JM: I just want to pick up I suppose on what the questions draws attention to, which is that you 

know doing disposal and making these decisions can involve this kind of emotional labour. You 

know, decisions can be difficult, they can be stressful, and I guess what I want to say to people 

making these decisions, and what the question draws attention to, is that some of these kind of 

uncomfortable sentiments can actually come from this really admirable desire of trying to kind of 

ensure these ongoing useful or significant lives for collections or items when they leave museums, 

and it’s why confining things to the bin or the skip, which effectively kind of categorises them as 

being rubbish or having no lasting use or significance, which in some objects you know they just 

simply won’t, but it’s why it can come to feel, not surprisingly, as being a bit difficult or even you 

know wrong, as I think the question put it. 

So I just want to say to everybody I think that this needs to be talked about more actually, because I 

suspect that these difficult emotions can be a deterrent to doing disposal. So I think recognising that, 

despite really helpful systems and procedures, this is still complex, there still can be uncomfortable 

sentiments involved, and really, I just think it could be helpful to kind of recognise this a bit more. 

Contacting donors 
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SB: Ros, you mentioned donors in your previous response. We had a couple of questions related to 

donors. The first one was: did you, drawing on your various different experiences, did you contact 

donors during the disposal process? How did you decide whether or not to contact donors, for 

example was it based on how long ago the donation was made or what was your policy on that? 

RS: Yes, we did. I’m talking specifically about the Effective Collections MA Esmee Fairbairn–funded 

and disposals project that I did with the Shakespeare Birthplace Trust. We did. We drew up the 

policy in response to wondering whether we should contact donors or not, so we draw up the policy 

that became attached to our disposal policy. It stated that if it was donated within the last 15 years 

or if we had contact with the donor within the last five years, then we would contact the donor and 

offer to give that object back. 

To do that we sent out letters recorded delivery, so we knew whether they’d been received, and  

also they came back to us if that person was no longer at that address, so that was a really good way 

of keeping that record, that we’d tried to make that contact and failed or succeeded, and we did 

succeed sometimes and we failed at other times.  

Transparency, public calls, social media and language 

SB: So the next two questions are sort of parts one and two. They were actually from the same 

person, but they were submitted as separate questions. The first one is how did you or how do you 

use social media during the disposal process? Were you transparent with the public about the items 

you were disposing of and did you use social media to explain any of the decisions you made? And 

the second question is: did you send out public calls for information about objects that you couldn’t 

identify and needed more information on. If so, what channels did you use? So I guess the question 

here is really about communication of the process. 

SBr: Yes, so I think in terms of transparency good communication is really important and if you are 

already communicating effectively with your audiences through things like social media on other 

matters about your collection then you should also be communicating about disposals. 

Often, just as a side note here, I think the word ‘disposal’ isn’t terribly helpful to us in our 

communications with the public. We know what it means in the sector and it’s very much a sector 

term. It’s part of the all the guidance produced by the Collections Trust and the Museums 

Association, so the term is probably not going anywhere within the sector, but in terms of 

communicating the message I think there are much better ways of talking about it – words like 

‘rehoming’ might be a little bit more beneficial to thinking about how it’s thought about. 

But don’t underestimate the public, because I think they’re more than capable of understanding that 

we can’t keep everything forever and continue to collect forever, and so it really is about keeping 

those communications open and being honest about what’s going on with that. 

And to the second part of the question, it’s about public calls, isn’t it really. Through the Esmee 

Fairbairn Collections Fund we have funded quite a few disposals projects and they have engaged the 

public sector in various different ways and there’s lots of different channels out there, so I’d think 

about your subject specialist networks – it’s been mentioned already. The Social History Curators 

Group is a great example of this, a very active one, but there are subject specialist networks 

everywhere, who will be able to help you and provide you with the information that you might need. 

Also talk to your source community if we’re talking about world culture collections and I think 

increasingly this is going to come up as an issue, so you need to involve your source community 

here, and also things like special interest groups. What I’d say with this is it’s OK that we don’t know 



everything, but our job is to find out, so use all the resources you can possibly use to do that and you 

know and there’s a load of tools out there to help us, so use them all. 

HT: Just on the second part really, about whether we did a public call–out: about things we didn’t 

know about, and: we didn’t do a public call out, but I think it’s about knowing your specialists. So we 

have a lot of specialist volunteers at the museum. They know a lot about the sort of large industrial 

objects that we have in storage that I have not a clue about, so we did spend a lot of time with 

certain individuals that we knew would be able to identify those objects and help us out. Also, if 

you’re lucky enough to have contacts with people who used to work at your museum – we brought 

people that used to work at the museum back to sort of do a walkaround and go ‘What’s this? What 

was your intention for this? Was this for display? Was this part of the collection?’ – especially when 

you don’t know whether it was accessioned or not accessioned or whether it was for display or not 

for display. So I think it’s about using those, and then just about talking to the public.  

The last disposals project we did was very visible. It was moving a lot of industrial objects. We got 

large moving equipment and we got skips and things to put the rusty metal objects in, and public are 

really interested, they’re happy to talk to you about what you’re doing, so I think it’s taking the time 

to do that. And also if you don’t have the time to talk to them just to put up some little signage, to 

be visible, to say ‘This is a project that we’re doing, this is what we’re working on and this is what’s 

going to happen.’ 

JM: I just wanted to flag up a shameless plug for a report that we did as part of the research. It was 

led by my colleague Harald Fredheim and it was a survey on contemporary collecting and disposal, 

and actually public participation came out as one of the key themes in that report, so I won’t talk 

about all the findings now because of time, but it can be downloaded from the Heritage Futures 

website [https://heritage–futures.org/] and it looks like this [shows report]. 

I also wanted to pick up on the language particularly, and Sarah brought this up, and I love the idea 

of rehoming as maybe being a slightly nicer word to use. I really agree that choosing language that 

helps communicate to the public why disposal is done as part of collections management, collections 

development, is really, really important, and going back to what I mentioned earlier, having done 

some research across both museums and homes, looking at this question of ‘future–keeping’, it 

occurs to me that maybe some of the terms used in households might be quite useful alternatives, 

so in homes we come across words like decluttering, organising sifting or sorting, and actually 

rehoming as well, and what I like about these kinds of terms is that they emphasise, I think, how 

disposal is as much about keeping and caring for what remains, as letting go of things, and so I think 

that what these kinds of words do is that they draw attention to this very careful and considered 

process of selection. 

I suppose museum equivalents would be these things like refining collections or maybe review and 

rationalisation, although I know that they also have particular nuance in particular frameworks and 

guidelines, but I guess I’m just posing the idea, you know, maybe we could borrow and push these 

kinds of household terminology even more – that’s just what I wanted to add. 

SB: We’ve actually had a couple of comments on Twitter. We’ve had a comment from Holly Parsons 

at Crawley Museum. They’ve just started using the word dispersal rather than disposal, so it’s 

another D word, but it’s not disposal. So that’s an interesting one.  

  

https://heritage–futures.org/


Loans and due diligence 

SB: The next question was around wanting to dispose of objects. So you’ve gone through maybe a 

collections review, you’ve identified things that don’t fit your collections development policy, but 

the ownership isn’t a hundred per cent clear or maybe you know it’s a loan but it’s been decades 

and you can’t trace the lender. So I guess the question is really about due diligence in terms of those 

sort of ownership questions when you’re looking at potentially disposing of something. Maybe how 

much due diligence to do? Where do you draw the line? Risk management? 

RS: I think the first thing to say is any disposal project that you undertake, probably because of the 

very nature of the collections that you’re looking at, will throw up a lot of objects for which you can’t 

find any provenance. You don’t know how they ended up in the museum, you don’t know how long 

they’ve been there, you sometimes don’t even know what they are. If you put those to one side and 

say, well, we can’t get rid of those because we don’t know who owns them, then the upshot of that 

is you’ll end up with a collection that’s half stuff you want and then half stuff that you just felt you 

couldn’t get rid of, so it takes up several bays of shelving just because you don’t know who it belongs 

to. You can’t get into a situation like that, you can’t get into a situation where you only get rid of the 

stuff that you know who has the title ownership of. 

There are several things that you can do and I think the most important is that you’re transparent 

with this process. Seek guidance both from organisations in the sector that are able to do that, like 

the Museums Association, like Collections Trust, like subject specialist networks and other networks. 

Seek advice from peers. Say to them do you think I’ve done enough here? We did this, this and this. 

Do you think that’s enough? 

There’s also a case for seeking legal advice in some areas and we had to do that at the trust when we 

came across what was a disputed loan. So the organisation initially thought that it was a donation. 

The donor said it was a loan, and so we went through a whole period of negotiations with the donor, 

seeking legal advice, talking, frantically going through again and again old correspondence, and 

eventually, luckily, came across a letter in which the museum also called it a loan, after having 

referred to it, just in the language, ‘this was presented by this person’ so it was very unclear. And it 

was ridiculous to me in a sense, because I was thinking we don’t want it anymore, we know we don’t 

want it and they want it back, so really we’re just dealing with semantics, but it does come down to 

defending yourself in a legal sense and also making sure that you’ve done as much as you can to 

solve that particular problem. 

SB: I’d also like to flag that there’s some really good additional guidance in the MA Disposal Toolkit. I 

think it’s one of the appendices, called ‘The ethical and legal status of museum collections: 

curatorially motivated disposals’ [https://collectionstrust.org.uk/resource/the–legal–and–ethical–

status–of–museum–collections–curatorially–motivated–disposals/], and that was written by 

Professor Janet Ulph for the Museums Association a few years ago, and that’s got some great 

guidance, some flowcharts, on things like Ros mentioned – old loans or disputed loans or things that 

just say ‘loan’ or ‘permanent loan’, all of those different scenarios, so I think that’s some really good 

additional guidance to help with your own policy and procedure, but as Ros says sometimes you 

have to seek legal advice, which is absolutely fair enough in some circumstances. 

Disposal of material that’s been digitised 

SB: This is quite a specific final question: I currently work as a heritage officer for a small 

independent trust. Part of my role is to manage a photographic archive. I now find myself in the 

position where I’ve inherited a large physical collection of prints, badly stored, largely not relevant to 

https://collectionstrust.org.uk/resource/the-legal-and-ethical-status-of-museum-collections-curatorially-motivated-disposals/
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the trust’s remit. All the prints and negatives have been digitised and catalogued, and if the prints 

are to be kept a large investment in improved storage will be needed and space will need to be 

found. As I’m currently working on the first collections policy for the trust, is this an opportunity to 

dispose of irrelevant printed material, because it’s been digitised?  

RS: So my initial thought was this is one of those opportunities where we could think about our 

sector partners, like an archive, at the trust we worked very closely with our archivist and librarian 

colleague, so it’s worth thinking especially about those 2D collections. I’m not just thinking about 

other museums, but thinking about archives as well, and the original question didn’t suggest that 

they were thinking that a digitised collection could stand in for an actual collection, but of course we 

have to be clear that just because you photographed it really well doesn’t mean that you can 

necessarily get rid of the original thing, but the most important point here I think is that lack of space 

and lack of appropriate storage space, and the pressures of space on the rest of your collection, is a 

really important factor to consider when we’re talking about well–motivated disposals from 

museums, and this is a situation that museums up and: down the country must be finding: 

themselves in. We can’t keep continuing to grow, so storage space will be a perfectly justifiable 

reason to look at rationalisation and review, and possibly disposal. 

Risk assessments and software 

RL: There was an additional question on Twitter. Does anyone have a general risk assessment for 

disposals they’ve used and/or project software they can recommend? And in your experience, how 

much of the collections rationalised have been destroyed? 

RS: Just a software point, we didn’t use anything more fancy than an Excel spreadsheet. It was a 

really big one, but it just helped us keep all of that information in one place, and we had columns to 

say have you checked the accession records, have you checked the entry form, and you just clicked 

through, and the last column was it disposed of and how? So it was huge, but it’s still going, and we 

refer back to it. And the final part was about destruction, no, very, very small. It was probably less 

than 20 objects that we disposed of by destruction and that was because they were part objects – 

like the leg of a chair, the handle of a rake – and riddled with woodworm. 

Concluding remarks 

RL: Well I personally found it really interesting how much emotion is tied up in the rationalisation 

process. It’s something that people kept coming back to on the panel. The meaning of the word 

disposal and what impact that has on how people feel about it, the anxiety and the worry about 

letting something go that you’ve been interested to care for, so I think that’s something really 

interesting to think about and when people are worried about disposing of things of doing a 

rationalisation project, being aware that that might throw stuff up about that and that might be a 

barrier in the way, but also about how policies and procedures aren’t there to restrict you.  

I think there’s a lot of concern that people want to stick by the rules and make sure they tick all the 

boxes, but really the less support and to help you advocate for good rationalisation projects and if 

the existing procedures don’t necessarily offer you all the support, like Ros’ example of making 

something new, new policies for contacting donors, you need to think about where the gaps are and 

how we can adapt things, and how we can make those policies and procedures supportive of 

effective projects. 

SB: I’m seeing a lot of messages on Twitter and from the YouTube feed as well, everyone really 

agreeing with the term disposal not necessarily being the most helpful when we’re doing 



communication externally, sort of outside the direct sector, so I think that’s a really interesting one 

that’d be really interesting to follow, keep going on both of the Twitter feeds. It’s really interesting 

to hear your thoughts on alternative terminology for disposal. 

Just a final thank you for all your questions and Twitter comments, and also obviously a thank you to 

our lovely panel, who’ve answered those questions so well, and Rebecca for summing up at the end. 
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