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Executive summary 
 

 "Collections Trust is the best SSO.”  
 
Overview 
 
The Collections Trust has a track record in helping museums capture and share the information that gives 
their objects meaning. Arts Council England funds the Collections Trust as a Sector Support Organisation 
within its National Portfolio. This evaluation concerns this Arts Council-funded activity, as the Collections 
Trust is seeking to gain an understanding of its impact across the sector, capture perceptions of its work by 
stakeholders and establish what activity might offer solutions to the challenges currently facing museums.  
 
Approach 
 
We undertook:  
• A short online questionnaire and targeted follow up phone calls with National Portfolio museums; 
• Conversations with sector bodies to provide an overview of those museums not in receipt of National 

Portfolio funding; and 
• Discussions with funders and decision-makers. 

 
Headline findings 
 
Our research established that:  
• Overall, there was a high level of recognition and regard for the Collections Trust and its work among 

those outside the National Portfolio and wider stakeholders.  
• The ‘basics’ – training, information, advice and guidance were valued, particularly the ability to tailor 

support to local need and the professionalism and supportive approach of individual team members. 
The pivot moving this support online was noted. 

• Several ‘challenges’ in need of a solution were identified including: the need to revisit terminology to 
address diversity and inclusion; documentation backlogs and collections rationalisation; loss of 
collections and subject expertise; the digital divide; developing income streams; the ecology of sector 
support; linking project research to collections records and collections leadership and advocacy; and 
online and hybrid engagement models. 

• The immediate impact of COVID-19 has, to-date, had less short-term impact than initially feared – 
largely due to Government funding. Some organisations moved their different offers online, finding 
new ways to deliver for their communities. Others were excluded as they lacked the technical capacity 
to work from home – highlighting the inequality between those with effective modern collections 
management systems and those without. Like much of the country the sector is currently exhausted 
from the uncertainty of the past year, which could impact on its ability to respond to new initiatives 
for some time to come. However,  

• The idea of an ambitious single National collections database was well received, but it was noted that 
to deliver a step-change, any solution needs to be incremental and place its end users (include the 
wider public) at its heart.  
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Recommendations  
 

Delivering the basics 
1. Continue to deliver and meet the ongoing demand for the ‘basics’ – the training, information, and 

guidance and web resources in collections’ documentation procedures and practice. This includes 
ensuring the sustainability of the current delivery model, and succession planning to share the 
responsibility across more staff.  

2. Identify resources to support museums to evolve and embed collections data into online delivery.  
3. Consider working with other support organisations to create a map of the available support. 

 
Marketing and promotion 

4. Promote the work of the Collections Trust. In particular, the website and its resources, and build 
awareness of the Collections Trust work beyond that as a provider of Spectrum – to enable it to be 
seen as potential leader, solution-finder and strategic partner. 

 
Advocacy and positioning 

5. Create narratives and supporting advocacy tools that place audiences (communities; researchers and 
staff) at the heart of any collections data story – making explicit and tangible the outcomes and benefits 
for these end users. Examples might include the successes of online resources during COVID-19. Work 
with learning and community champions to make visible and demonstrate the impact of connecting with 
collections and their stories (as enabled by underpinning collections data).  

6. Builds an environment and framework that allows smaller funded projects to be incrementally added 
to the national database.  

7. Work to build the stakeholder perception of the Collections Trust as a capable sector leader, 
articulating ambitions and plans, and also delivering demonstrator projects and strategic partnerships 
to move this ambition forward.  

 
Partnerships 

8. Strengthen relationships with partners in the Home Nations, recognising that their policy and funding 
regimes may offer different opportunities.  

9. Seek out strategic audience development and international partnerships.  
10. Proactively engage with NPOs, particularly as the 2023 planning round approaches seeking to embed 

the Collections Trust as a partner in their plans and work with museums to incorporate the ambition 
and principles of any national database framework – seeking to align smaller collections projects and 
again incrementally build the national database. 

 
Needs, developments, innovation and opportunities 

11. Proceed with developing a realistic but step-change framework for a national database that allows 
organisations to join on an incremental basis, using piecemeal small-scale funding and individual 
projects. At its heart this project must be designed around and visibly engage with the audience 
experience and benefits, working with audience specialists as much as technical expertise.  

12. Bring together partners and museums to navigate the process and practice of changing out-of-date and 
inappropriate language and terminology used in classification and description, to enable openness, 
accountability and inclusion. 

13. Take advantage of the emerging collections-focussed project funding, finding demonstrator projects to 
build the national collections database initiative and signpost to others to enable them to participate too. 

 
Climate emergency 

14. While this has temporarily been displaced by the need to cope with the pandemic, this remains urgent 
and relevant for all aspects of museum practice. 
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1. Introduction 
 

The Collections Trust has a track record in helping museums capture and share the information that 
gives their objects meaning. It is best known for Spectrum, the UK collection management standard 
that is embedded within the requirements of the Museum Accreditation Scheme. It delivers this 
through standards, advice, consultancy and targeted initiatives – which are used to make museum 
collections accessible Worldwide. Responding to the emerging UK approach to digital cultural 
heritage, it has ambitions to draw on its long experience to influence the development of a 
sustainable, futureproof infrastructure for sharing UK museum collections content, linked to the 
wider online cultural heritage ecosystem. 
 
Step change in data sharing 
 
Since the 1990s the UK museum sector has been exploring how to bring together collections. Thirty 
years on progress has been limited, with the many individual initiatives never joining up into an 
integrated long-lasting whole – accessible to a wide range of audience and researchers. The 
Collections Trust considers that the barriers are, “not technical, or even financial, but more to do 
with strategic vision, policy commitment and sustainable organisation”.  
 
To this end the Collections Trust entered into partnership with the Open Data Institute (ODI) to - 
receiving funding and mentoring to explore how the UK’s museums might share their collections 
data with each other and with a range of other users. Building on the work over the past thirty years, 
the project will first draft a framework that responds to known sector needs and seeks to dovetail 
existing initiatives, such as Art UK’s data harvester, and the Arts and Humanities Research Council’s 
£19m Towards a National Collection research.1  
 
A Sector Support Organisation  
 
Arts Council England funds the Collections Trust as a Sector Support Organisation (SSO) within its 
National Portfolio.2 This funding, c50% of current annual income, enables the Collections Trust to 
deliver free training and advice, working closely with the Museum Development Network. The 
activities are outlined in Appendix A. 
 
Reaching its potential  
 
This evaluation concerns this Arts Council activity, as at this point in its funding period, the 
Collections Trust is seeking to gain an understanding of its impact across the sector (beyond event 
attendees and website resource users which are reviewed regularly).  
 
This supplements to the Collections Trust’s regular evaluation work to capture the perceptions of its 
work by stakeholders and establish what activity might offer solutions to the challenges currently 
facing museums, and the appetite for a shared platform bringing together collections information for 
a range of audiences.  
 

 
1 https://collectionstrust.org.uk/news/open-data-institute-to-help-museums-agree-framework-for-data-sharing/ 
2 www.artscouncil.org.uk/our-investment/national-portfolio-2018-22  
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The start of the work was interrupted by the COVID-19 outbreak. The second COVID-19 
lockdown was in place when the survey was sent out in Autumn 2020 and the third lockdown was 
underway during the interviews in Winter 2020/21.  

 
 

2. Approach 
 
2.1 Overview 
 

Having deployed a number of evaluation techniques previously, and in order to ensure a 
representative sample within the available budget, the Collections Trust requested that this work 
focus on museums in the Arts Council’s National Portfolio, and to use the Museum Development 
stakeholders as proxy for the other museums in England.  

 
The aim was to ascertain the impact of the Trust’s work, in particular:  
• Which aspects of the Trusts’ work were particularly valued (or not) why, and how that could be 

improved? 
• Perception of the Trust; 
• Current and future museum or collection information needs; and 
• The potential of the Trust to provide any solutions. 

 
We also aimed to capture a snapshot of sector need and capacity to respond to new initiatives, even 
those aimed at providing solutions to the challenges they were facing. 

 
As well as learning more about and understanding the perceptions of the museums, we aimed to use the 
opportunity of the conversations to both test and increase awareness of the Collection Trust’s work.  

 
Understanding the potential impact of Coronavirus in obtaining responses – anticipating availability 
might be impacted by home schooling or other family commitments, additional risk management and 
business continuity planning, furlough – either directly or experiencing reduced capacity due to 
colleagues being furloughed – ensured we planned in additional persistence and routes to identify 
alternative contacts to ensure the overall sample was maintained.  
 

2.2 Capturing museum feedback 
 

Our approach to capturing the experience of different types of museum National Portfolio 
Organisations (NPOs) comprised:  

 
• A short (c.10 minute) online questionnaire targeted at Chief Executives/Heads of Service (as 

strategic decision-makers) 
• Follow-up calls with 6 NPOs to explore service priorities and needs, collection data priorities, the 

difference Collections Trust work makes to their museum practice, and any impact on their 
audiences, as well as the impact of COVID-19. This sample took into account geographic location, 
museum governance (university, local authority, independent), and NPO scale (1, 2 or 3).  

 
The questionnaire can be found at Appendix C. 
 
Conversations with the following representative bodies were secured to provide an overview of 
those museums not in receipt of NPO funding: 
 
• the English museum development regional teams;  
• the Subject Specialist Networks; and   
• the Association of Independent Museums. 
 
The list of respondents can be found at Appendix B. 
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2.3 Identifying the wider sector perspectives 
 

We undertook a series of longer structured conversations (c.60 mins) with identified wider sector 
stakeholders. These included:  

 
Policy 
• Department for Digital Culture Media and Sport  
 
UK sector strategy and development and funders 
• Arts Council England  
• Museums Galleries Scotland 
• Museums Archives and Libraries Division, Welsh Government 

 
Professional membership body 
• the Museums Association 

 
The list of interviewees can also be found at Appendix B. 
 
 

3. Findings and Analysis 
 

Our key lines of enquiry were: 
• Establishing the level of awareness of the Collections Trust and its work; how the organisation 

worked with Collections Trust; what they valued in that, and what could be improved upon. 
• Identifying the state, need and opportunities for collections data in delivering for their 

organisation and their audiences. 
• Understanding the immediate impact of COVID-19 and how it is affecting their capacity to 

respond; together with observations on the sector’s direction of travel and its ability to respond 
to challenges and opportunities.  

• Establishing their organisation’s priorities and identifying opportunities for Collections Trust to 
find solutions to any challenges. 

 
3.1 Awareness of the Collections Trust 

 
The awareness of Collections Trust was understandably good across those interviewed.  
 

• Museum Development Network 
 
The Museum Development Network with its comprehensive reach across the English regional 
museum sector demonstrated the highest recognition of the Collections Trust, with complete 
awareness of and sign up to the services offered. Respondents pointed to the Collections Trust’s 
visibility, excellent communications, outreach and responsiveness to the needs of the sector.  
 

• National Portfolio Organisations 
 
Among other sector respondents the awareness of the Collections Trust and the take-up of its offer 
is mixed. Since those engaged with had responded to the survey, it is not surprising that there was a 
general understanding of the work of the Collections Trust. However, this understanding ranged 
from those who had a detailed knowledge of the offer (gained through hosting a Museum 
Development Officer), through those who accessed specific services as required or still used the 
Museum Development Network as conduits, to those who had an apparent out of date 
understanding of the Collections Trust, referring to previous projects and objectives. One 
respondent had only discovered the web site in preparation for the interview and admitted that it 
could be really useful.  
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• Collections Trust during COVID-19 
 
There was universal kudos for the way in which the Collections Trust had pivoted to deliver 
everything online during COVID-19, and how responsive the organisation had been to the needs of 
the sector with COVID-19-specific training and advice - ‘at the start of the pandemic, it was amazing 
how Collections Trust just went online’.  
 
Many respondents mentioned the delivery of the 2020 Conference as being particularly impressive.  

 
3.2 The state of collections data  

 
It is not surprising that the answers to this area of questioning were completely mixed. There is little 
common understanding of either the terminology used – one person’s backlog is another’s work plan 
(and another’s total nightmare). It doesn’t necessarily follow that this interpretation is based on size 
of organisation, or type of collection. However, there is an increasing divide between those 
organisations using more advanced collections data systems and those who aspire to the minimum 
system requirements (or even the card index), and between those who have maintained their 
specialist collections expertise and those for whom generalism is the norm.  
 
Many respondents referred to the reduction in collections expertise, or the time to apply it, within 
an organisation. While this diminution of expertise has been in train for a decade or more, it appears 
to be more noticeable – something akin to the way Libraries were shaping in the early 2000s. Not 
just as a result of this, but as much for sound practical and strategic reasons, there is an increasing 
convergence of archive and museum terminology and practice – even if those developing it don’t 
always realise it. There is a wide acceptance of collections-level data as a means to make collections 
visible, with more detailed work happening afterwards (or not). Although, while single collections 
management systems, shared storage and even terminology are common across archive, museum and 
other collections, the emergence of an integrated single collection, such as the Science Museum 
Group’s ‘One Collection’ does not appear to be gaining traction.   
 

3.3 Collaboration and partnership 
 

• Museum Development Network 
 

‘Collections Trust deliver with us, not just to us.’ 
 
The Museum Development teams across England are all invested in the Collections Trust and its 
work. They all report that the Collections Trust is responsive at all levels, interested in what the 
museums need, and efficient in its delivery. One respondent stated that, ‘The Collections Trust doesn’t 
just deliver what the Collections Trust wants to deliver’. This was echoed repeatedly and is highly valued. 
 
Kevin, and in particular Sarah, are perceived as being highly visible and approachable both before and 
during COVID-19.  

 
The Museum Development Officers (MDOs) particularly flagged that they now collectively plan and 
deliver joint sessions with the Collections Trust, – unlike the old days.  
 
In return the MDOs act as a valuable signposting and brokering service for the Collections Trust, and 
are the very best of advocates. 
 
Areas that were most valued by the MDOs (and their museum constituents) included: 
• the range of training on offer – obviously Spectrum but also on rationalisation and in particular 

Banish the Backlog. The ability to shape the training to suit local audiences was seen as important. 
• the advice and specialist knowledge available (especially the 1:1s) 
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• the website and its resources. Accreditation was primarily cited but those who were aware of it, 
expressed their appreciation of the wide range of information available; and those just discovering 
it expressed surprise that more wasn’t made of it. One respondent stating ‘it’s a revelation’. 

 
Their priorities are unlikely to change over the next little while. 
 
Among the MDOs the Collections Trust is highly valued and trusted, seen as a true partner - ‘if only 
all Sector Support Organisations were so good’. 

 
• National Portfolio Organisations 

 
While some NPOs access the Collections Trust via the Museum Development Network, larger 
organisations do not use Collections Trust for their collections data training support, since they have 
either in-house expertise or have training from the supplier built into their collections database 
licencing package. 
 
Organisational priorities (and therefore potential areas for collaboration) were as diverse as the 
museums themselves. While financial sustainability was a theme, there was a sense that finding ways 
of sustaining and delivering organisational change is business as usual for directors and that many of 
the most severe consequences of the pandemic have been cushioned, at least in the immediate term, 
by government funding. Delivering for and with their communities, whatever the circumstances, 
continues to provide focus during this period of uncertainty. 

 
• Home Nations  

 
The view of the Collections Trust from both Scotland and Wales was very positive. Communications 
appear good and the work across the nations appropriate. The needs of museums shared much in 
common with the English Museum Development constituencies, albeit in a different policy and 
funding context.  
 
Both were open to explore more joint/ closer working – whether through discussing policy or joint 
schemes. 
 

• Subject Specialist Networks 
 
Subject Specialist Networks (SSN) provide advice and guidance about collections, acquisitions, 
preservation, access, and research on a specific subject area.3 Some are long established with formal 
structures, others have formed where like-minded subject specialists have come together to address 
particular challenges in their area of collections activity. There are currently over 40 SSNs and 
recently a Subject Specialist Network Consortium was established to represent their interests and 
support a more joined-up and strategic approach. It is now building partnerships and developing its 
long-term strategic planning and delivery, funded by the Art Fund. It is currently chaired by the 
Director of the Sporting Heritage SSN.  
 
The diversity of structures (along with the impact of COVID 19) was reflected in the ability to gain 
responses from individual groups, meaning it was difficult to get an overall picture of their needs and 
priorities or how they worked across the sector from them, although the Consortium proved 
extremely useful in understanding the landscape, suggesting that there is a ‘great potential for the 
Consortium and Collections Trust to work together strategically’. 
 
Respondents perceived that SSN’s varied in their capacity to engage but several saw them as natural 
collaborators with the Collections Trust in its sector support and ambitions.  

 
  

 
3 www.subjectspecialistnetworks.org.uk/ 
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3.4 Problems in search of a solution 
 

• Rationalisation 
 
Many of the challenges faced by the collections staff are still framed in terms of the storage, or the 
lack of it. In many cases this is what is driving the desire to rationalise collections. 
 
The work of the Collections Trust on rationalisation was acknowledged and appreciated however, 
there is still a perception that the process of rationalisation is too difficult and that the current 
Museums Association Code of Ethics does not offer appropriate support. 
 

• Out-of-date terminology  
 
A number of respondents highlighted issues around the use of contentious terminology within 
collections. This could be the use of words that are no longer acceptable in today’s society, or the 
handling of the emerging or changing language of issues such as decolonisation or LGBTQ.  It was 
considered to be an area of work that was extremely complex for individual organisations to navigate 
and one that the Collections Trust might be ideally placed to take forward. 
 

• Documentation backlogs 
 
The understanding of the terminology within collections was also highlighted. In particular that there 
is not a universally accepted definition of a backlog. The lack of a common understanding inhibits the 
taking forward of shared projects. 
 

• Loss of expertise 
 
Many areas have seen the reduction of collections staff over the last ten years or so. While there is a 
tendency to normalise current structures of organisations, there is a perception that the sector is at 
a tipping point, with many specialist roles disappearing and with them irreplaceable knowledge. While 
SSNs can often support this by ensuring the visibility and availability of expertise, it is felt this is not 
well enough established to rely on it, and that the role of the freelance curator has been slow to 
emerge. In addition, the focus on engagement and learning of many Museum Studies courses, while 
proving transformational for that area of activity, is leading to fewer young collections-focused 
professionals.  
 
This reduction in both collections capacity and specialisms inhibits both day-to-day and project-
specific collections management, interpretation and access; reducing their visibility and limiting their 
usability and dynamism.  
 
Work around orphan collections, such as the West Midlands Museum Development ‘Expert Eye’ 
project point to the possibilities of a brokering service for expertise. 

 
• Digital Divide 

 
There is a digital divide within the sector that sees the more affluent and aware organisations racing 
ahead with powerful hardware, trained staff, good connectivity and the most advanced collections 
management systems, while others play catch up, if they are in the game at all. This is most 
challenging in partnership working, when the project can only advance or grow at the pace of the 
slowest system.  
 

• Developing and maintaining quality online offer 
 
When the pandemic hit, most organisations fast-tracked long-planned ideas to pivot to on-line 
delivery. The early months saw responses of varying quality. From an audience point of view the 
initial binge on digital was normalised and the population reverted to trusted brands such as Netflix 
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and Disney, and cultural institutions such as the National Theatre or Science Museum Group. Smaller 
organisations with a distinctive offer did benefit. The Plague Museum naturally grew its audience, 
while the ‘Curator Wars’ inspired audiences and staff alike and raised the profile of the sector and its 
collections. While the skills and resources needed disenfranchised some organisations, for those who 
were able to embrace the new technology, they were able to benefit from new skills and often new 
audiences. As a result, expectations on museums and from audiences – whether hyper-local or 
international – have increased.  
 

• Online income streams 
 
The challenge for many organisations is now whether they should continue the on-line, as they open 
up their on-site services again. While most would like to, resources are, and will become even more, 
limited, and so many will need to look at a hybrid of both on-line and on-site. No one in the museum 
world appears to have achieved a successful transition to monetising their online offer.  
 

• Ecology of support  
 
The network of support organisations, including Collections Trust, appears to be well understood by 
the sector. However, respondents who had come in from outside observed that it was a ‘spider’s 
web’ or a ‘network of personal relationships, well known to those who know’ with ‘organisations not 
stepping on each other’s toes but with no clear boundaries between them’. There is a need for 
clarity about the SSO landscape and available support.  
 

• Connecting project documentation and research to collections records 
 
There has been a proliferation of projects that generate collections data, most of which remains 
hidden in the project files rather than being linked to the collections record. Funders are keen to see 
project outcomes uploaded to a website, but this could be extended to ensure it becomes part of 
the collections data. Whether it be the research within a project, contemporary context of an 
object, oral testimony about a collection or digital capture of a whole exhibition, much data is being 
lost as project officers move on and the project purpose is forgotten.  

 
3.5 Ambition and step change 

 
“Our experience … is that collections information infrastructure is an investment delivering long term 
benefits and outcomes that no-one could have envisaged when the funding and effort was originally 
deployed…Like so many infrastructure issues, good collections information is fundamental to museums' 
ability to work effectively; to respond to need and opportunity; to create new work. If we want to make our 
collections more dynamic, we need to begin here.” 

 
The aspiration towards a national collections database is shared by many people working in the 
sector. While several had heard presentations by the Collections Trust about the possibilities, others 
had been working on local or subject-specific projects bringing together collections data. There was 
some cynicism from some of the longer-serving sector members, as they recalled previous initiatives, 
but ultimately everyone supported what was described as ‘a noble aspiration’. 
 
There was an assumption that the Collections Trust would take some form of leadership role, either 
coordinating a consortium or a coalition of the willing – ‘if not Collections Trust, then who?’.  
 
A significant message was that any collections database project should not lose sight of the ultimate 
audience - the general public. And, indeed, should place the audience visibly at the heart of any initiative. 
 
The work of the Rural Museum Network was particularly cited as relevant to taking forward the idea 
but it is clear that there are a number of institutions of various sizes engaged in similar activity, often 
alongside other partners such as Universities. Another example is the Alabaster Project (British 
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Museum, English Heritage, Nottingham Castle Trust, Nottingham Trent University, V&A) which 
scientifically scanned Nottingham alabaster sculptures and appended the data to the collection record. 
 
The suggestion to look for partners internationally was common. 
 
Concerns were expressed, and these included the:  
• capacity of the Collections Trust in its current form;  
• capacity and state of the sector as a whole post COVID-19: ‘Not right now ... it’s all about 

survival right now’; 
• mixed nature and quality of the available data (and of the technical skills within the sector) 
• legacy of previous failed attempts at something similar; 
• protective nature of some organisations or collections staff; 
• doubt over the development of a bespoke system when, it is suggested, off-the-shelf solutions 

exist; and  
• any digital divide. 

 
Despite the concerns, we would expect there to be wide-spread support for taking forward this 
project, and finding early adopters should be possible, providing funding can be generated to enable 
work on the initiative, while maintaining the day job amid the challenges faced by the sector. There 
was a perception that SSNs would be interested in being part of such a project. 
 
While there is a general excitement at the potential of a single national database among respondents, 
there is a need to articulate the benefits beyond the sector, and in terms that can be more readily 
and widely understood. 

 
3.6 Sector capacity to respond 

 
The sector has, once more become used to working with very little and reducing resources, having 
navigated its way through over a decade of austerity. This has now been thrown into stark relief by 
the fall out of COVID-19.  
 
As part of the conversations we discussed the response of their organisation to COVID-19, what 
that looks like now and what the future might hold. It was impossible to talk to anyone during that 
period without acknowledging the impact of COVID-19 and it enabled us not just to gather 
information but, to be useful in passing on advice regarding the wider sector, how they had 
responded and signpost best practice. 
 
It is still not clear what the sector will look like post COVID-19. Respondents talk about the sector 
being ‘Tired’, ‘Worn-out’, ‘Creaking’ and ‘Exhausted’. Most organisations have relied (and in many 
cases still rely) on some combination of furlough, reduced hours and sadly redundancy. Those who 
have worked through the last year have reported their reserves of energy and cash are running low - 
especially those who committed to reopening at some point during last year. And, while the focus is 
usually on the organisations with collections, the support organisations working with them have 
pivoted and supported throughout, and their teams are equally stretched.  
 
As with the on-line services for the public, a digital divide has been apparent in work on collections 
data during the last year. Substantial amounts of collections work was delivered during lockdown, 
with some organisation embracing the opportunity of concentrated time to move forward long-
imagined projects or tick things off their to-do lists. However, this picture is mixed with some 
organisations finding it impossible to take forward any collections work. While the idea that ‘you 
can’t work on archaeological collections in lockdown’ was not universally accepted, certain 
collections proved easier to engage with. The most important factor was the collections management 
system used by organisations and if it and the organisation had the capacity, technical resources and 
licences to work remotely – although even some without a remote collections management system 
attempted to deliver collections work by distributing PDFs. 
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The challenge for many organisations is now how they can continue the on-line, as they open up 
their on-site services again.  
 
One unforeseen consequence of the need to access collections for preservation during lockdown 
was the profile of collections in some local authorities was positively raised.  

 
The pandemic has shown that the sector is able to flex but there are questions over whether 
volunteers and audiences will return, and if organisations will have to focus on income generation to 
make up losses rather than deliver collections work, which will all impact on the need for new 
business planning and culture change.  
 

3.7 Advocacy – valuing collections data 
 

We need…. “A better sense of the practical application of good collections information and practice that 
means something to people outside of the sector. Beyond the obvious point that poor practice and 
documentation leads to collection losses its sometimes difficult to interpret the reasons for good practice 
and the need for substantial resource in terms of staffing and software licences etc. when politicians or 
senior managers outside of the sector might be tempted to settle for a status quo.” 

 
There is a need for advocacy to decision-makers (whether to funders, local authorities, or national 
government) on the importance of collections data; and the need for ongoing investment in it – as a central 
activity necessary to increasing access to and the use of collection by the widest range of audiences.  
 
A wider problem, brought to the fore during lockdown, was that effective collections data is invisible 
and, when working – for example underpinning an online offer, is taken for granted. While the lack of 
collections data or an appropriate management system is a tangible and significant barrier, very 
quickly the journey taken to ensure they are available for disseminating is often lost, and the 
availability of the information is assumed – leading to increased expectations. 
 
Collections staff need the examples and language to help raise the profile of their work and ensure 
the link of robust and up-to-date collections data is understood as an enabler in addressing 
operational challenges effectively and efficiently. This could assist them in better articulating the value 
of their work alongside the more immediate and visible learning and engagement activities. 
 
Overall, investment in collections data needs to be articulated and understood in terms of the 
outcomes valued by decision-makers and funders – whether centred in audiences or efficiencies. Any 
campaign needs to demonstrate the benefits of collections data, using case studies that tell the story 
of the benefits to funders and but also to the general public who will not see benefits in terms of the 
sector, the process or backlog. This desire to better articulate the public experience (beyond that of 
specialist researchers) was also reflected in discussion about the single national catalogue.  
 
Many of the respondents looked to the Collections Trust to take this lead in advocating on the part 
of collections, data and those who work with them. This role as the voice of collections was 
understood and accepted even among the larger organisations that do not access the other 
Collections Trust services regularly.  

 
3.8 Policy-makers and funders 

 
We sought views from the policy-makers and funders to understand the opportunities and challenges 
for collections and collections data.  

 
• Department for Digital Culture Media and Sport  

A current area of focus for the Department for Digital, Culture, Media and Sport is the sector's 
recovery from COVID-19. This includes continuing to work with Arts Council England to monitor 
collections at risk and understand the impact of support from the Culture Recovery Fund on the 
sector. Officials reflected the role of the Collections Trust providing a credible source of sector 
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information and intelligence including on the evidence base for recovery funding and on support for 
museums in distress. 

Outside of this, areas of focus for collections continue to follow the priorities set in the 2017 
Mendoza Review including dynamic collections management and diversifying audiences. DCMS is 
supporting ACE's ongoing work on developing the legal, ethical and practical framework for 
restitution, and through supporting the AHRC projects Towards a National Collection and 
Boundless Creativity continues to build on work on digital culture and engaging the public with 
collections online. 

• Arts Council England 
 
Arts Council is in the process of launching its delivery plan for Let’s Create4 which will inform its 
funding and delivery priorities for the coming years.  
 
Through its Inclusion and Relevance Investment Principle it is particularly interested in ensuring that 
England’s diversity is fully reflected in the organisations and individuals that they support and the 
culture they produce, including that barriers to diversity, or equality are removed – for boards, 
workforce and audiences. 
 
As the sector development body for museums in England, it sees that collections have an important 
part to play. There is a clear emphasis on a people focus, with collections being interpreted so they 
are not seen as a barrier to entering an institution, particularly by diverse communities. Specifically, 
Arts Council is keen to encourage collaborative and inclusive approaches to working with 
collections, based on a clearer understanding of their origins. 
 
Arts Council is currently working with National Lottery Heritage Fund and Historic England on 
funding initiatives, including responding to the Dynamic Collections recommendations of the 
Mendoza Review (2017)5. 
  
They acknowledge the value of the Collections Trust in supporting the sector, in particular as a 
trusted partner for the Museum Development Network. Arts Council consider the Collections Trust 
to be well-placed in taking forward challenging initiatives such as any inclusive terminology project. It 
was noted that the ambition of a national collections database needs a compelling advocacy case, 
based on a vision of the future collections management needs and opportunities within museums in 
the 21st Century.  
 

• Museums Association 
 

The Museums Association consider themselves to have a close working relationship with the 
Collections Trust.  
 
The Collections Trust was part of the Museums Association’s (MA) Reference Group for their 
strategy Empowering Collections (2019)6, which considers: Opening up Collections; Ethics; 
Decolonisation; Digital; Climate Change; and Advocacy. 
 
They are currently completing their current round of funded programmes on behalf of the Esmée 
Fairbairn Foundation to projects that demonstrate the significance, distinctiveness and power of 
collections to people. 
 
In general, they see the Collections Trust playing an essential role in signposting information, advice 
and guidance – especially ‘the nuts and bolts of collections management’ and as being vital in taking 
forward the collections aggregator work.  

 
4 www.artscouncil.org.uk/letscreate 
5 www.gov.uk/government/publications/the-mendoza-review-an-independent-review-of-museums-in-england 
6 www.museumsassociation.org/campaigns/collections/empowering-collections/ 
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4. Recommendations  
 

Based on the conversations, we propose that the Collections Trust take the following into 
consideration in planning their future work. 
 
Delivering the basics 

1. Continue to deliver and meet the ongoing demand for the ‘basics’ – the training, information, and 
guidance and web resources in collections’ documentation procedures and practice. This includes 
ensuring the sustainability of the current delivery model, and succession planning to share the 
responsibility across more staff.  

2. Identify resources to support museums to evolve and embed collections data into online delivery.  
3. Consider working with other support organisations to create a map of the available support. 

 
Marketing and promotion 

4. Promote the work of the Collections Trust. In particular, the website and its resources, and build 
awareness of the Collections Trust work beyond that as a provider of Spectrum – to enable it to be 
seen as potential leader, solution-finder and strategic partner. 

 
Advocacy and positioning 

5. Create narratives and supporting advocacy tools that place audiences (communities; researchers and 
staff) at the heart of any collections data story – making explicit and tangible the outcomes and benefits 
for these end users. Examples might include the successes of online resources during COVID-19. 
Work with learning and community champions to make visible and demonstrate the impact of 
connecting with collections and their stories (as enabled by underpinning collections data).  

6. Builds an environment and framework that allows smaller funded projects to be incrementally added 
to the national database.  

7. Work to build the stakeholder perception of the Collections Trust as a capable sector leader, 
articulating ambitions and plans, and also delivering demonstrator projects and strategic partnerships 
to move this ambition forward.  

 
Partnerships 

8. Strengthen relationships with partners in the Home Nations, recognising that their policy and funding 
regimes may offer different opportunities.  

9. Seek out strategic audience development and international partnerships.  
10. Proactively engage with NPOs, particularly as the 2023 planning round approaches seeking to embed 

the Collections Trust as a partner in their plans and work with museums to incorporate the ambition 
and principles of any national database framework – seeking to align smaller collections projects and 
again incrementally build the national database. 

 
Needs, developments, innovation and opportunities 

11. Proceed with developing a realistic but step-change framework for a national database that allows 
organisations to join on an incremental basis, using piecemeal small-scale funding and individual 
projects. At its heart this project must be designed around and visibly engage with the audience 
experience and benefits, working with audience specialists as much as technical expertise.  

12. Bring together partners and museums to navigate the process and practice of changing out-of-date 
and inappropriate language and terminology used in classification and description, to enable openness, 
accountability and inclusion. 

13. Take advantage of the emerging collections-focussed project funding, finding demonstrator projects to 
build the national collections database initiative and signpost to others to enable them to participate too. 

 
Climate emergency 

14. While this has temporarily been displaced by the need to cope with the pandemic, this remains 
urgent and relevant for all aspects of museum practice.   
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Appendix A: ACE activity 2018-22 
 

 
https://collectionstrust.org.uk/what-we-do/our-ace-activity-plan-2018-22/ 
 
Objective 1: achieve financial surplus projections 
 
• We will: generate income through retail, Spectrum Partnerships and consultancy; control expenditure 

through sound financial management; and make prudent provision for potential liabilities. 
 
Objective 2: help museums put Spectrum 5.0 into effective practice 
 
• Maintain the standard. We will continue to publish the online version of Spectrum 5.0 for free, and 

both the full standard and primary procedures as print-on-demand via our online shop. In Y1 we will 
configure an existing (free) online translation platform so that different language versions are created 
directly into XML, and are thus more usable by our commercial partners. 

• Publish links to related resources on CT website. We will continue to populate the website with 
resources relevant to the various Spectrum procedures, and will review them on a rolling schedule to 
ensure they remain current. 

• Base all outreach on Spectrum 5.0. In Y1 we anticipate that there will still be demand for outreach 
sessions introducing the changes in Spectrum 5.0. The new standard will also be fully integrated into all 
other outreach activity as the starting point for all foreseeable session topics. 

• 2018 conference. In September 2018 (Y1) the theme of our annual one-day conference will be 
Spectrum in practice. This will showcase ways in which museums have made effective use of the new 
and revised procedures. 

• Maintain the cultural property advice platform. We will continue to maintain this area of the website, 
including the spoliation database, on behalf of ACE. We will ensure that relevant links are made from 
the site’s Spectrum resources (eg to help with acquisitions due diligence). 

• Respond to enquiries. We will continue to respond to occasional enquiries received by email and 
phone, adding to our FAQ webpage as needed. 

• Comms activity, networking and advocacy. As with outreach, Y1 will focus on ensuring widespread 
sector awareness of Spectrum 5.0 and its benefits. 

• License Spectrum for use in museum software. We will continue to license Spectrum commercially so 
it is integrated in the systems museums use. 

• License Spectrum in other countries. We will persuade existing translators to update to Spectrum 5.0 
and seek relevant partners in new countries in order to consolidate it as an international standard and 
add value to the commercial licensing. 

 
Objective 3: provide valued specialist support to the Museum Development (MD) delivery of 
the Accreditation Scheme 
 
• Help align revised Accreditation Scheme guidance with Spectrum. In Y1 we will, if needed, help ensure 

that the wording of any revised guidance relating to Spectrum reflects the changes in version 5.0. 
• Brief Accreditation assessors and mentors on Spectrum 5.0. In Y1 we will participate as appropriate in 

the rollout of the revised Accreditation guidance so that those assessing and supporting museums 
understand the changed approach to inventory and documentation planning in particular. 

• Deliver CT Outreach programme. We will continue to offer around 100 free outreach events a year 
to the MD network in response to their local needs. 

• Focus proactively on museums needing help to achieve a basic inventory. We will respond to the 
ongoing need for training on how to achieve the inventory requirement of Accreditation by offering 
targeted museums a package of sustained outreach support over Y1-Y4. 

• Manage and share Accreditation resources database. By March 2018 the resources published at 
www.collectionstrust.org.uk/accreditation will be available directly to the websites of the MD network 
and other SSOs and stakeholders via an API and widget. On behalf of ACE and these partners we will 
manage the database and convene a virtual editorial panel. 
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• Publish practical guide. In Y1 we will write and publish a new addition to our popular series of practical 
guides. With the working title Banishing the backlog it will aim to help museums achieve the 
documentation requirements of Accreditation. 

• Respond to enquiries. We will continue to respond to occasional enquiries received by email and 
phone, adding to our FAQ webpage as needed. 

• Comms activity, networking and advocacy. In Y1 we will use our comms channels and opportunities 
for networking and advocacy to push for a fresh approach to the documentation requirements of 
Accreditation, stressing positive quick wins. 
 

Objective 4: enable museums to understand and use standardised terminologies to improve 
the discoverability of their collections information 
 
• Build an online network of term sources linked to Spectrum units. When following a Spectrum 5.0 

suggested procedure online, users can click on the name of a unit of information (eg Object name) to 
reveal a pop-up box that explains how to record it. Where these say ‘use a standard term source’ we 
will add links to relevant existing sources, which we will publish as linked open data where appropriate 
and needed. 

• Work with Spectrum Partners to make these accessible to system users. We will encourage our 
network of museum software suppliers to integrate standard term sources into their systems, so they 
are directly available to users at the point of data entry, boosting consistency. 

• Publish practical guide on using term sources to improve collections data. In Y2 we will add to our 
practical guides series a new volume on how to use term sources effectively. 

• Integrate term control into all other outreach activity. Once the new resources are in place, we will 
add terminology control as a potential session topic. However, we will also promote consistent use of 
terms throughout all other relevant outreach sessions. 

• 2019 conference on this theme. We will use our autumn 2019 conference (Y2) to raise the profile of 
the new terminology resources, and to showcase how they can help museums exploit their collections 
information better. 

• Respond to enquiries. We will respond to enquiries on this topic, adding to our FAQ webpage as 
needed. 

• Comms activity, networking and advocacy. We will aim to re-establish awareness in the sector that 
valuable information can easily get ‘lost in the system’ and if you cannot find it, you cannot use it. 

• Objective 5: help museums use digitised collections effectively as part of appropriate digital strategies 
• Spectrum-based, digital-focused outreach. We will continue to include within the outreach programme 

sessions on digitising collections and related issues, drawing in particular on the Spectrum procedures 
rights management, reproduction, documentation planning, use of collections. 

• Free consultancy visits to NPO museums. As a new service, we will offer to visit up to 15 NPO 
museums each year for a day or two of free consultancy, responding to needs they may have planning 
digitisation projects. 

• Publish a new practical guide. In Y3 we will publish a practical guide that addresses a comment we 
often hear from our Spectrum Partners and other IT service providers: that museums rarely know 
how to be good digital clients. The approach will be similar to AIM’s recent Successfully Managing 
Capital Projects but with a digital focus. 

• 2020 conference on this theme. In the autumn of 2020, our one-day annual conference will return to 
its 2016 theme, digitised collections. One angle might be the impact of the DCMS Culture is Digital 
strategy two years on. 

• Contribute to relevant activity of other digital SSOs. We will work closely with Culture24 and the 
Audiences Agency in particular, providing specialist input relating to digitised collections. 

• Maintain relevant online resources. We will continue to add relevant resources to our website area 
www.collectionstrust.org.uk/digital-isntdifferent, and review them regularly to keep them current. 

• Respond to enquiries. We will continue to respond to occasional enquiries received by email and 
phone, adding to our FAQ webpage as needed. 

• Comms activity, networking and advocacy. We will continue to promote the simple but powerful idea 
that ‘digital isn’t different’. We will also continue to push for a futureproof national aggregator to 
replace CultureGrid.  
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Appendix B: Respondents  
 

 
Name Organisation 
  

Kate Arnold-Forster Reading University 
Ray Barnett Bristol Museum and Art Gallery 
Sara Blair-Manning Nottingham Castle Trust 
Sarah Briggs Museums Association 
Alistair Brown Museums Association 
Claire Browne Museum Development East Midlands 
Tim Bryan SS Great Britain Trust 
Rachel Cartwright South West Museums Development 
Emma Chaplin Association of Independent Museums 
Stephanie Clemens Cornwall Museums Partnership 
Jenny Cousins Museum of East Anglian Life 
Karen Davies West Midlands Museum Development 
Jamie Everitt SHARE Museums East 
Julie Finch Compton Verney 
Bill Griffiths Tyne & Wear Archives & Museums 
Camilla Hampshire Royal Albert Memorial Museum, Exeter 
Frank Hargrave Colchester and Ipswich Museums 
Helen Johnson West Midlands Museums Development 
Liz Johnson Arts Council England 
Lynsey Jones Museums Development North West 
Ann Mansell Museums, Archives and Libraries Division, Welsh Government 
Zak Mensah Birmingham Museums & Art Gallery 
Natalie Murray Barnsley Museums 
Francis Nielsen Culture Coventry 
Jacob O’Sullivan Museums Galleries Scotland 
Lisa Ollerhead Department for Digital, Culture, Media and Sport 
Caroline Rhodes Humber Museum Partnership 
Justine Riley Sporting Heritage SSN & Chair of SSN Consortium 
Matthew Tanner SS Great Britain Trust 
Paul Taylor Shakespeare Birthplace Trust 
Helen Thornton Ripon Museums Trust 
Ben Travers Museum Development London 
Michael Turnpenny Museum Development Yorkshire 
Rosie Weetch Department for Digital, Culture, Media and Sport 
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Appendix C: Survey 
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Appendix D: Survey Data 
 

 
100% respondees have direct responsibility for collections. 
 
The importance of collections to current organisational priorities. 
 

 
 
Over 1/3 respondents placed it as top priority  
(88% rating it between 7 and 9. 9 being essential; 1 not important.) 
1 organisation (Independent) consider it was not particularly important (scoring 3) 
 
Organisations were asked about their current overall proprieties. 
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These answers was less conclusive, perhaps reflecting the very different nature of different museum types, 
and the differing impact that COVID-19 has had.  
 
Other priorities / comments included: 
 
• Using remote working effectively 
• The top priority […] is to create positive social change with museums. 
 
NB one person understood this question to be about priorities for collections rather than the service as a 
whole.  
 
Ability to use current collections information to support delivery 
 

 T
ie

 u
p 

re
so

ur
ce

s 
w

ith
 a

 
ne

ve
re

nd
in

g 
ba

ck
lo

g 

A
llo

w
 y

ou
 t

o 
w

or
k 

m
or

e 
ef

fic
ie

nt
ly

 w
ith

 fe
w

er
 s

ta
ff  

Su
pp

or
t 

fr
ee

la
nc

e 
cu

ra
to

rs
 

an
d 

ed
uc

at
or

s  

A
llo

w
 c

om
m

er
ci

al
 r

eu
se

 
of

 c
ol

le
ct

io
ns

 in
fo

rm
at

io
n 

an
d 

re
pr

od
uc

tio
n  

Su
pp

or
t 

di
sp

os
in

g 
of

 
co

lle
ct

io
ns

 it
em

s 

H
el

p 
in

 r
es

po
nd

in
g 

to
 n

ew
 

ag
en

da
s 

e.
g.

 
de

co
lo

ni
sa

tio
n 

Fa
ci

lit
at

e 
on

lin
e 

ac
ce

ss
 t

o 
co

lle
ct

io
ns

 a
nd

 r
es

ou
rc

es
 

A
tt

ra
ct

 a
nd

 s
up

po
rt

 
re

se
ar

ch
er

s 

U
nd

er
ta

ke
 c

om
m

un
ity

 
en

ga
ge

m
en

t 

Ex
hi

bi
tio

ns
 d

el
iv

er
y 

Le
ar

ni
ng

 a
ct

iv
iti

es
 a

nd
 

cr
ea

tio
n 

of
 r

el
ev

an
t 

le
ar

ni
ng

 r
es

ou
rc

es
 

Enables 1 3 4 4 7 9 10 10 11 12 13 
Barrier 3 3 2 3 6 4 0 3 0 2 0 
Neither 11 7 6 7 2 3 6 3 5 2 3 
Don't Know 1 0 3 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 
N/A 0 3 1 1 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 

 
 

 
 
  

0 2 4 6 8 10 12 14 16 18

Tying up resources with a neverending backlog
Working more efficiently with fewer staff

Supporting freelance curators and educators
Commercial reuse of collections information and…

Disposing of collections iItems
Responding to new agendas e.g. decolonisation

Online access to collections and resources
Attracting and supporting researchers

Community engagement
Exhibitions

Learning activities and creation of relevant learning resources

Ability to use current collections information to support delivery

Enables Barrier Neither Don't Know N/A



23 
 

Additional support / solutions 
 
Finally, we asked what practical support (beyond training, advice and funding) would help them improve the 
usefulness of their collections information.  
  
Diversity 
• increase in staff diversity to support engagement and interpretation 
• Sector-wide debate out equalities tagging and appropriate language 
 
Examples of practical application  
• A better sense of the practical application of good collections information and practice that means 

something to people outside of the sector. Beyond the obvious point that poor practice and 
documentation leads to collection losses its sometimes difficult to interpret the reasons for good 
practice and the need for substantial resource in terms of staffing and software licences etc. when 
politicians or senior managers outside of the sector might be tempted to settle for a status quo. 

• Case studies and examples of successful and unsuccessful practice. Undertaking R&D and feeding back 
into national good practice. 

 
Shared platform / creative connectivity 
• I think we should be working towards a national catalogue. 
• Common platforms that facilitate collaboration/ sharing with other collections. 
• Connecting to other datasets easily to allow for richer sharing of information, including other 

collections but also non-collections data 
 
Different information 
• More information on systems and digital innovations that are relevant to our context 
• More guidance regarding the fast-moving world of digital technology might be helpful. 
 
Different practice 
• Streamlined documentation for collections management - more research 
• Different ways of using resources to get existing or new ways to understand the collection information 

that is locked away on paper/in drawers. This includes current workforce including volunteers. 
 
Advocacy / lobbying 
• Lobbying for recognition of the need for collection specialists and documentation staff to enable 

information and digitisation to take place so that all the above can be improved. 
• The bringing under one umbrella organisation (Axiel) of many of the specialist collection management 

systems has not improved the development of them eg CALM (used by our archives team rather than 
museums) has not been developed and improved recently. 

 
Training, advice and funding 
• Grants for documentation and collections care projects 
 
Other 
• Connectivity to what other people are doing to overcome the challenges of COVID-19. How are 

people working together to create resilience in the sector. 
• That's a really difficult question to answer!  Over the last few years we've found that targeting specific 

collections areas with resources means we can bring the volume and standard of collections 
information up to a level where it's useful. We rely on external funding/projects to do this and just 
recognise that it's a long term programme to be tackled in sections. Resourcing the collections work 
usually has to be part of a wider project - not usually a problem as teams work well together, but just 
means more planning for more staff.  Seeing what other organisations do in practice has been really 
useful for some of our curatorial staff too.  There are areas of the collections where we're stuck 
because we need specialist advice, but again this usually needs to be bought in. 

 


