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INTRODUCTION

Collections matter to people.
The millions of objects held
in museum collections across
the UK can be sources of
knowledge, pride, inspiration,
controversy and opportunity
to audiences, communities
and researchers.

But we know that thereis stillhuge
untapped potentialin our collections.
Museums cando more to uncover

the stories that they hold, broaden
participation, and ensure theirlong-term
relevance. Museums need to think
strategically about how to manage and use
their collections to deliver public benefit
overthe course of the next decade, and
what policy and culture changes are
required to make this areality.

Collections 2030is amajor new research
project that seeks to understand the
current state of museum collectionsin
the UK, and - in collaboration with the
sector - identify how to make the most
of museum collections over the course
of the nextdecade.

Thiswork builds on the findings of the
recent Museums Taskforce convened

by the Museums Association (MA), the
recommendations of reports, such as

the Mendoza Review of Museumsin
England?, the Welsh Expert Review of
Local Museums?, the English Civic Museums
Network think piece?, the Art Fund's Why
Collect? report®, and the MA's Collections
forthe Futurereport®fromoveradecade
ago. In Collections 2030, we will identify
the key priorities for the management and
use of museum collections, and advocate
formuseums, funders and stakeholders
towork togetherto ensure that they

are acted upon. This discussion paper
represents thefirst stagein this process.
Following this consultation, a final paper
with recommendations will be published.

Theideas setoutin this paper are based
onarange of interviews with over 40
museum professionals, volunteers,
academics and museum users, carried
out by MA staff during the spring of 2018,
aswellas aseries of workshops held at
MA Members'Meetings and MAEsmée
Fairbairn Collections Fund Network
Days over the same period. The paper
identifies themes and proposals from
theseinterviews that will form the basis
forasector-wide discussion over the
coming months.

How to participateinthe Collections
2030discussion

You can take partinthe Collections

2030 discussioninanumber of ways.

The primary way to give your feedback

is by responding in writing to the questions
throughout this paper. You canreply as
anindividual orasaninstitutiononthe

MA website by clicking here.

We particularly welcome institutional
responses, and we encourage you to
setupameeting of relevant people
withinyour museum or your stakeholder
group todiscuss the questions andideas
inthe discussion paperand formulate
ajointresponse.

“IWe welcome subrnissions
from freelancers,
policy-makers, funders,
communities, members
of the public and other
stakeholders”

Youdon'thave toworkinamuseumto
participate. We welcome submissions
from freelancers, policy-makers, funders,
communities, members of the public

and other stakeholders. Please consider
how your own experience of museums
relates to the questions.

We welcome online discussions of the
issues raisedin this paper, sokeep the
discussion going on social media using
#collections2030 and #museums2018.

Thedeadline for submissionsis
23 November2018.
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Where are we now? Collections
and public benefit

Allmuseums understand the special
role of their collections and most see
collectingand curating items for public
benefitas one of their primary duties.
Traditionally it has been sufficient for
museums to collect, preserve, record
and display their collections to fulfil the
concept of ‘public benefit’ But the idea
of what that benefitisand howto
deliverithas changed.

Museumsincreasingly interpret
public benefitas requiring far greater
participation with and understanding
of the collections that they hold. They
countonbothinternal expertise and
the knowledge of museumusersto
enable different, more relevantand
sometimes more critical approaches
tothe interpretation of collections.

Many museums have taken up this
challenge by considering how their
collections canwork for people and
help to deliverimpacts beyond the
walls of the museum.

The MA's Museums Change Lives
campaign’ asks how museums can
enhance health and wellbeing, create
better places to live and work and
stimulate reflection and debate, while
the MA's Esmée Fairbairn Collections
Fund® supports museums to open up
and use collectionsinways thathavea
demonstrableimpacton people’slives.

Atthe same time, public funding
pressures have led to changesinthe
way that collections are managed, with
ageneralreductionin capacity and
inspecialist curatorial staff®in some
museums, and this too hasimplications
forhow museums are able to use their
collections now andin the future.

Technological opportunities are also
changing how we think about public
benefit. The past twenty years has seen
museums grapple with everything from
apps to databases, allowing museums
toreorganise collections and engage
audiencesininnovative new ways.

Many museums have experimented

with digital technology, online collections
and social media - with varying levels

of success. But the digital sphere still

represents a huge and exciting opportunity

-andas audiencesincreasingly expect
to be able to engage with collections
digitally, it willbe one of the key areas
where museums candeliver public
benefitinthe years tocome.

Perhaps the most significant shiftin

how we use of our collections liesin the
changes that are occurringin society.
Debates on transparency, freedom

of speech, equality, social justice,
environmental action and decolonisation
resonateinour culturalinstitutions more
loudly than ever, and have profound
implications for the use, understanding,
display, storage and retention of
collections. Only by participating in these
discussions can museums be relevant
toand empower awide range of users.

Q1 .
WHAT TYPE OF
COLLECTIONS WORK
SHOULD MUSEUMS
PRIORITISE IN ORDER TO
DELIVER PUBLIC BENEFIT
OVER THE NEXT DECADE?

Q2 .
HOW CAN FUNDERS AND
POLICY-MAKERS SUPPORT
YOUR PRIORITY AREAS
FOR COLLECTIONS?
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THEME 1.

THE EMPOWERING
COLLECTION

Museum collections have huge
potential to empower people.
Inan era of social and political
division, climate change and
environmental degradation;
and demographic change,
many museums increasingly
see their role as supporting
activism, using their collections
to inspire the public to action
and to equip people with the
facts and understanding that
are relevant to their cause.
Thisroleisallthe moreimportantgiven
that museums are among the few
institutions to retain ahigh degree of
publictrustinsociety. Peoplelistento

and care about the stories that museums
cantellthrough their collections, and

they understand the ethical responsibility

of museums to provide accurate
information about their collections.

Some argue that this public trustis
dependent on museums' neutrality and
their status asindependent experts, and
thatto engage positively in currentissues
undermines that trust. However, itis widely
acknowledged that museums are not
neutral and that they and their collections
are products of the opinion, prejudice and
life experience of the collectors, curators,
and funders that putthemtogether.Inthe
past, museums have been used for nation
building, to bolster civic pride and as
showcases forempire.

Inthe next decade museums canuse

their collections to empower people to be
active participantsin our society, giving
them theinsightand the tools to design
solutions to contemporary problems,
challengeinjustice or simply bring people
together. In doing so museums will also
have to confrontsome of the criticisms
levelled at their historic collections practice.

TELLING
EMPOWERING
STORIES

Museum collections are often assumed
tobeaboutthe past,andtohavelittle
tosay about the modernworld. Some
museums encourage this perception

by focusing interpretation solely on

the historical aspects of the collection.
Yet our collections have much to tell us
aboutour presentand our future, and
canbe used to prompt museum audiences
toraise questions about the world we live
intoday, toseeissuesinanewlightor
simply toinspire new interests.

Inorderto do thismuseums need to
interrogate the stories that we tell with

our collections. Are we telling the right
stories for our time? How can collections
create anemotional impact forour
audiences? Many museums have already
moved from a taxonomic towards a
narrative approach with collections,

linking individual items with universal or
contemporary themes, and explicitly asking
audiences to question where they fitin. For
example therecently installed Destination
Tyneside gallery!© at Newcastle's Discovery
Museum asks audiences to identify with
the stories of different migrants to the
areathroughout history and to place

their storiesin the context of current
debates about migration.
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Museums also need to look critically at
their own collections and consider the
different narratives that they offer.In
many cases they have found that relatively
unassuming objects can take onreal
significance whenviewed througha
differentlens. Partnerships with external
organisations, artists, the publicand
researchers (including the valuable

AHRC collaborative doctoral partnership
programme!) can help to shed new light
on collectionsin ways that bring new
factsandstoriestothefore.

Leicester University has pioneered workin
this area with projects such as Exceptional
and Extraordinary, whichinvited artists,
comedians and performers toreinterpret
museums’ medical collections to examine
historicand contemporary attitudes
todisability and difference. Leicester
University has also recently partnered
with the National Trust on the Prejudice
and Pride project, which re-examined

the collections at National Trust properties
to uncover hidden LGBTQ+ histories.

THEME 1: THE EMPOWERING COLLECTION

At Amgueddfa Gymru-National Museum
Wales, the recent partnership between
the museumand local homelessness
charity The Wallich aimed toempower
service users by putting themin charge
of decision-making for the exhibition
Who Decides?*? This type of participatory
practice puts service usersinthedriving
seatand encourages museumstobe open
tonew interpretations of their collections,
while also providing the publicwithan
opportunity to engage with social issues
through the museum’s collection.

This re-examination of collections through
new lenses should be a core partof the
sector'swork over the course of the next
decade. We must be willing tolook again
atourcollections and consider what new
stories we can tell with them, and what

new voices we can bring into our museums.

03 I
HOW CAN MUSEUMS USE
THEIR COLLECTIONS TO
EMPOWER PEOPLE AND
COMMUNITIES? WHAT
WOULD THIS LOOK LIKE
IN YOUR MUSEUM?
“We can and should tell
many stories with our
collections - but we also
need to be clear about

our responsibilities with
regard to scientific fact.”

Interview participant
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USING
COLLECTIONS FOR
SOCIALIMPACT

Many museums across the UK are thinking
about their socialimpact and how they
can make a difference working with their
communities. They use theirvenues,
collections and staff to enhance health
and wellbeing, create better places forus
tolive, and provide space for debate and
reflection, often with great success.

Butinsome quarters this workis still seen
as separate from the work that museums
dowith their collections. Inmany larger
museums a culture of siloed working still
exists that artificially separates collections
work fromlearning, outreach and audience
development. Itis easy for these positions
tobecome entrenched and based on
caricatures of museum practice - theivory
tower-dwelling academic vs the museum
social worker. This split reflects negatively
on the sectorand diminishes the public
benefit that museums candeliver.

Inreality neither of these caricatures holds
much bearing on practice. Museums are not
justabout preservation and study and nor
are their staff social workers.

THEME 1: THE EMPOWERING COLLECTION

The work that we do with audiences
and communities should have carefully
considered goals and should draw on the
collections and the knowledge that we
have at our disposal.

Whateverimpact museums seek to have

working with audiences and communities,

it will often stemfrom the collections that
we hold and the stories that we can tell
about them. Museum collections have
always been powerful tools for engaging
audiences: evenin the digital age, people
wanttoseethereal thing, hearfroman
expert, and contribute to discussions
abouthow collections should be used.
Collections should be at the heart of
delivering socialimpact; but for that
tohappen there needs tobe a culture
changein museums.

“Objects should be at the
heart of conversations -
the gallery is about people
connecting with others
via objects.”

Interview participant

Thisrequires clear leadershipanda
sense of mission, accompanied by an
ability for staff towork together and

be opentotheinputof external partners.

There are many examples of this
happening, such as the Multaka Oxford
project. This collaboration between Pitt
Rivers Museum and the Museum of the
History of Science is funded by the MA's
Esmée Fairbairn Collections Fund and aims
to enhance the understanding and use of
the collections through developing work
experience opportunities for community
volunteers?3,

[tisalsoworth noting that thisworkis
oftenreliant on short-term project funding
that may notresultinorganisational
change or provide along-term legacy.
Museums and funding bodies need to
work together to overcome this problem
and ensure that successful programmes
areembedded inthe museum's work and
theirlessons are shared widely with the
restof the sector.

“We need to be open to a
broad range of ways in which
collections can have an
impact - not just health and
wellbeing and placemaking.”

Interview participant

Q4 I——
WHAT NEEDS TO CHANGE
WITHIN MUSEUMS TO
ENABLE COLLECTIONS TO BE
USED FOR SOCIAL IMPACT?

5y
HOW CAN MUSEUMS
MAKE THE MOST OF THEIR
COLLECTIONS IN AN ERA
OF SHORT-TERM PROJECT
WORK?
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THEME 1: THE EMPOWERING COLLECTION

Museums must engage with these y ]

DECOLONISING issuesif they are to retain public trust © WHAT APPROACHES ARE
COLLECTIONS and deliver public benefit. Birmingham NEEDED TO DECOLONISE

, , Museum's co-curated The Pastls Now
As museums interrogate the stories exhibition’sis one of the first such COLLECTIONS OVER THE
that they tell, they are often confronted exhibitions to attempt to do this. It NEXT DECADE? WHAT
by the plases andlprejudmes mherent in highlighted how the city's development WOULD THIS LOOK LIKE
collections -ranging from terminology that - isintricately linked to colonialismand how IN YOUR MUSEUM?

we would notuse today toitemsthatwere  the museum's collection is not equippedto
collected under duressorinsituationsthat o1 this story. The exhibition demonstrated

. . 1/
would be considered unethical today. the need to be honestand transparent We do have to erngage
Museums have long faced criticism for about the collection, its provenance, and ;
holding colonial and other controversial its gaps. It also showed how inclusive _DI’OpE’I’]y Wi th the
items in their collections, includingsome ~ decision-makingabout collections can postco]on 1al critique of
very high-profileitems, But these debates ~ beanimportant stepin empowering :
have entered new territory in recent communities and democratising museums. Real authOflty
years as activists have broughtideas ourmuseums. jS Sh]ftmg to source
about cultural appropriation, andthe Repatriation remains a crucialissue i
dfcolonlisatic;? of njusleglrnsftothelfore as the French government prepares new communities - so what
of popular culture, including in major : S
Holywoodfimss, recommendations on repatriationof role for museums and

museums objects to former colonies. We g . p

These interventions raise questions should also learn from the many successful the]]’ CO]]eCt]OnS?
formuseums today. Should contested restitution cases from UK collections which ) .
items be on display? Who has the right gounreported. The University of Aberdeen Interview participant
tointerpret them? Should someitems Museums has worked hardto identify
be returned to their countries orsocieties  itemsinits collections that originate
of origin? Isit possible or desirable to with Native American and First Nation
decolonise museums? The next decade groupsand hasactively soughttoengage
is likely to see the continuation of many descendants in discussions about the
of these debates. future of these items, with several

important pieces beingreturned to
their place or group of origin.

14.See forexample Black Panther (2018)

15. The Pastis Now, Birmingham Museums Trust:
http://www.birminghammuseums.org.uk/blog/posts/
the-past-is-now-the-exhibition-is-open



http://www.birminghammuseums.org.uk/blog/posts/the-past-is-now-the-exhibition-is-open
http://www.birminghammuseums.org.uk/blog/posts/the-past-is-now-the-exhibition-is-open

COLLECTIONS 2030 DISCUSSION PAPER

THEME 2:
THE RELEVANT
COLLECTION

Museums are Oft@ﬂ Itmeans asking: who are you relevant to?
The answer to this question will differ
encouraged to bemore depending onlocal communities, who visits

relevant, most recently
inthe Museums Taskforce
recommendations, which
states that museums should
“clearly communicate their
relevance to the communities
and audiences that they

serve, 16

andwho doesn'tvisit, as well as thinking
about the collection and the way in which
ithas beeninterpreted, used or displayed.
Relevance canmeanreflecting the latest
trend or hot topicinthe news, butitalso
means considering how an object or
collection canbe meaningfulto a
particular person, group, or community
atagivenmomentintime.

The challenge for museums over the
course of the nextdecadeis tolistento
audiences, users and stakeholders to
understand how collections can be
relevant and what story they cantell. We
need toallow for new and critical public
reinterpretations of collections, and to
thinkimaginatively about how to broaden
therange of people towhom collections
can be meaningful.

Most museums have successfully turned
themselves into welcoming public
organisations over the past few decades,
but are they and their collections relevant?

Relevance can feellike a constantly moving
target for museums - arequirement to
stay ontop of the latest trends, cultural
moments or technological advancesin
order to be where the publicis. But
relevanceis arelative concept.

CONTEMPORARY
COLLECTING

Contemporary collectingin museumsis
widely viewed as beingatalow ebb.
Budgets for collecting are non-existentin
many organisations and many collectona
limited and reactive basis. We collect only
whatis giventous by donorsorallocated to
us through schemes such as Acceptance-
in-Lieu. There are some exceptions to

this trend: archaeological collections are
expanding atarapidrate and some natural
history collections continue to grow, driven
by the requirements of time-series
collecting. Museums are also behind the
curveinterms of collecting‘borndigital’
work and preservingdigitally recorded

oral histories. Thereis an urgent need for
collectingin thisareatolearnfrom other
sectorssuch asarchives and towork
togethertoovercomeformatand

naming convention issues.

Thereisarealrisk of stasisin our collections

if we fail to collect the present and use
this materialin our work with the public.
However the current situation also
provides anopportunity for the sector.
Traditionally collecting has been carried
out by museum staff with little publicinput.
Thisislogical in some disciplines, but many
collections would benefit from greater
participation from the communities that
they serve. Collectingwith others can
breathe new lifeintoa collection, giving
itanew strategicdirection, new stories

to telland making amuseum more valued
by diverse audiences.
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Publicinvolvementin collecting can take
many forms, from the public consultation
onanew collections acquisitions carried
outat Doncaster Museum, to the collection
by many museums of protest material from
activistgroups during the Women's
Marches of 2017 and other movements

of recentyears. This approach can form
partof agenuinely dynamicapproachto
collections management, including regular
rationalisation of collections, whichis
discussed furtherin the 'Dynamic
collection’section below.

In some museums staff
aretakingactive

steps toincrease the “Our new collection
tation of :
et development policy
communities in their IMoves us away from
collections. This 0nG
approachinvolves traditional areas and
kingwith :
et aroups to towards collecting that
collect strategically enables discussion
inorder to make .
the collection or reflection about a
levant g
o those groups. contemporary topic ti}lat
affects local people.
Interview participant

Several museums have actively committed
toincreasing the representation of women
artistsin thisway, and it appears that this
affirmative action approachiis likely to grow
over the course of the next decade.

Q7 I——
HOW CAN WE ACHIEVE THE
BEST BALANCE BETWEEN
INTERNAL AND EXTERNAL
INPUT IN CONTEMPORARY
COLLECTING?

Q8 I
HOW CAN MUSEUMS
CONTINUE TO COLLECT
INAN ERA OF REDUCED
FUNDING?

BEYOND DISPLAY -
TAKING RISKS WITH
COLLECTIONS

Displaying collectionsin permanent and
temporary galleries is a key activity for
museums and is how most visitors expect
to experience the museum. Butif we are
toincrease awareness and use of our
collections by those who are less likely to
visit the museum, we need to think about
how to engage people with collections
bothinside and outside of the museum
space. Therecent Open Up projectto
diversify museum audiences!” highlighted
theimportance of gettingoutinto
communities and sharing ownership

of collections - and challenges more
museums to do this kind of work.

Museums have long experimented with
taking collections to communities. The
National Galleries of Scotland sent the
iconic Monarch of the Glen paintingon
touraround Scotlandin 2017/18, providing
the publicwith the opportunity to engage
with amajor new acquisition and the issues
thatitraises farfromits permanenthome
in Edinburgh.
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“In order to do more and
better, we need to get
everyone working together
rather than being confined
to the silos which exist in
our organisations. We can
do more to empower and
equip the workforce to have
courage to take more risks
and work better with the
communities we work for.”

Interview participant

Elsewhere museums have beendoing
more experimental work with collections
outside the gallery. Derby Museums have
used the human-centred design concept
intheir new World Cultures project. They
took objects from the collection on‘object
walks, placing them in different locations
and contextsin the city and using thisas
anopportunity to prompt conversation,
discussion, feedbackand toengagea
non-self-selecting group to provide input
into the final use of the collection.

This practice can work online as well,
Museums are increasingly using memes,
games and other online devices to drive
interestin the collection - ofteninafun,
irreverentway thatis adeparture from
the traditional tone adopted by museums.

This type of practice elevates the stories
that collections cantelland the human
responses that they can provoke. It often
hasaprofoundimpactand bringsasense
of fun even toitems which have serious
stories behind them. However such work is
stillregarded as being risky by many in the
sector. Most of the rules and standards
that museums havein place to protectand
preserve collections limit (or are perceived
tolimit) what can happento collections
outside of the gallery setting.

The sectoris generally stillextremely
risk-averseinrelation to collections.
Many fear thatif something goes wrong
they willbe blamed and Accreditation
could be put atrisk, or the museumwillbe
judged to have behaved unethically. This
iscompounded by the fact thatitemsare
generally all treated as having the same
value - perhaps with the exception of
handling collections - and therefore
requiring preservation at all costs.

Over the course of the next decade
museums need to adoptamore nuanced
approach to preservation and risk,

which weighs the public benefit of using
collectionitems bothinside and outside of
the museum space against preservation
requirements. This culture change requires
clearleadership: trustees - including
elected officials - and senior management
need to fully understand the mission

of the museum beyond preservationand
need to take stepstoreduce the siloed
working arrangements that encourage
arisk-averse approach.

QO
HOW CAN MUSEUMS
TAKE MORE RISKS WITH
COLLECTIONS? WHAT
WOULD THIS LOOK LIKE
IN YOUR MUSEUM?

“Museums need to
have fun with the
collection and remember
our work doesn't need
to be highbrow”

Interview participant
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THEME 3:

THE DYNAMIC
COLLECTION

To develop empowering and
relevant collections we need to
understand what we have,
Many museums - particularly
those with large collections
built up over decades or
centuries - are unable to fully
account for what they hold.

Our collectionsinformationis often
inadequate and notready for the digital
age. Ourstores are fulland valuable
resources are wasted onitems thatdon't
fitwith current collections policies or
areduplicatedin collections elsewhere.
Furthermore, museums are regularly
criticised in the press for the practice of
keeping the vast majority of collections
‘hiddeninstorage

Museums need to confront theseissues.
We need to consider the entire collections
life-cycle - collection, conservation,
research, use and disposal - as partof one
process. The Mendoza Review of Museums
inEngland urges museums toadoptan
approach of “Dynamic Collections Curation
andManagement.”8 Yetitleaves open

the question of how to make this areality.

The next decade will provide many
opportunities to make collections more
dynamic. A combination of technological
innovation, increasing curatorial
confidence, partnershipsandincreased
use of publicinput canensure that
collections managementis both efficient
andimpactfuland gives people areal
stakein the future of collections.

MANAGING
COLLECTIONS
KNOWLEDGE

Understanding collectionsis one of the
key tasks of amuseum. We need to be
ina position to be transparent about
collections, so that staff and the public
canknow whatis ondisplay, in storage,
oronloanand how they canaccess
objects andinformation.

However, museums have been working
tounderstand, documentanddigitise
collections for decades in what sometimes
seems like a Sisyphean task for small teams
of professionals. Italso occursinaway that
tends to exclude input from anyone other
than museum staff. Does this approach
always serve the public?

Managing a museum's knowledgeis
notonly about whatis held onfile.

[tis fundamentally about who holds
knowledge about the collection.

Many in the sectorstilllook back toa
perceived golden age of expert curators
whostayedin postforalifetimeand
amassed huge in-depth knowledge about
acollection. Thismodel - to the extent that
iteverexisted - isdyingout. Budget cuts
andanincreasing focus on otherareas

of museum activity mean that curators
increasingly have to take responsibility
for broad collections and have skills that
go beyond a particular specialism. New
approaches to managing collections
knowledge are needed which make the
most of both museum expertise and
external knowledge working together
indialogue.
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“The curator as a job for

life with encyclopaedic
knowledge of the collection
is over. We need to get better
at knowledge transfer as
staff can't get to that level of
expertise anymore, We need
to get better at sharing and
crowd-sourcing knowledge.”

Interview participant

Part of the answermay lieinagrowing
role for Subject Specialist Networks. There
arearound 40 of these groups around the
country, with specialisms ranging from
natural history to sporting heritage. At
present many have arelatively low profile,
butthey canbe akey supportinhelping
museums without specialist staff to use
andinterpret collections. Increasingly SSNs
are opening up and considering how they
canshare knowledge and develop other
museum professionals and expand access
to collections. However, their funding
model means that many are unsustainable
as independent organisations and could
be better supported.

Museums must also seek the increasing
involvement of the publicin co-producing

knowledge and expertise about collections.

Museums have long counted onthe
support of volunteers to provide
knowledge about collections and help
documentandinterpretthem. The internet
isopening up this type of involvement to
enthusiasts across the world. Geography
no longer limits volunteering on collections
documentation. Several museums are
already experimenting with recruiting
onlinevolunteers.

MicroPasts - apartnership thatincludes
the British Museum, University of
Cambridge Museums and University
College London - allows volunteers to
help digitise records, translate writings
and perform other tasks that cannot easily
be done by machine and which would take
asingle personahuge amount of time to
complete. At the Museum of East Anglian
Life'?a collections documentation project
(supported by the MA's Esmée Fairbairn
Collections Fund) has successfully
recruited over 100 volunteers to digitise
theirrecords, with volunteers fromas

far afield as Canada and Australia, while
alsoworking face-to-face with volunteers
fromthelocal area.

Many of the innovationsin this area will

be dependent on museums embracing
digital opportunities. DCMS's Cultureis
Digital report describes the huge potential
forthe culture sectorin this sphere®® - but
many museums need toinvestin hardware
and systemsthatwork tobeable to
capitalise onthese opportunities.

Forexample, the Museum of East Anglian
Life projectrelies onhaving a cloud-based
collections management systemwhichis
accessible anywhere with aninternet
connection, while many curatorsand
collections managers would also benefit
from WiFi connections in museum storage
facilities to enable them towork on
collections more efficiently.

Q10 ——
HOW CAN MUSEUMS
IMPROVE THE KNOWLEDGE
THEY HOLD ABOUT THEIR
COLLECTIONS OVER THE
NEXT DECADE?
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RATIONALISING
COLLECTIONS

Collections are widely seeninthe sector
tobetoolarge. Many museums struggle
withthelegacy of over-collectingin the
pastand the accessioning of items that -
with the benefit of hindsight - should never
have entered the collection. Thereisalso
widespread duplication of items across
collections insome areas, and relatively
little coordination between museums
toassess whetheranitemis required
inacollection.

This means that for some museums their
collections can seem to be more of aburden
thanan asset. And while museums should
be celebrating and championing their
collections, we need to getreal about
rationalisation and acceptitasakey part

of dynamic collections management.
Acollection should notbe viewedasa
permanent, unchanging asset but should
be constantly reviewed with a critical eye.

Thisisnotanew issue.NMDC's Too Much
Stuff publicationraised theissue in 2003
and museums have been tentatively trying
outdifferentapproaches torationalisation
since then. Itis clear however that very few
museums have made serious progressin
thisarea.

Thisisduetoarange of factors: the time
and labour required to go through the
process inan ethical manner; concern
about the view of trustees or councillors;
competing priorities; and a culture of
retention amongst museum staff.

Thereisanimportantrole forthe MAin
encouraging museums to carry out ethical
disposal projects without the fear of
censure. The MA Ethics Committeeis
sometimes perceived as a gatekeeper
whoseroleis to prevent museums from
disposing from their collections. Despite
the fact that the Code of Ethics for
Museums clearly states that disposal

is part of good collections management,
this message is not always understood
within museums.

Where rationalisation has been carried out
successfully it tends to have been done on
aproject basis, often with specific support
and with the involvement of museum
users. The Museum of London recently
carried out asubstantial project to review
its social history collection®® with the
support of the MA's Esmée Fairbairn
Collections Fund. Inthe East of England
SHARE Museums East has supported
museums to rationalise with small-scale
grants?and training aimed atempowering
museum staff to make decisions about
disposal. This may be amodel worth
replicatingonalargerscale.

Museums that do choose to dispose of items
from their collections are often happy to
transferitems to other museum collections
or public bodies. But many stop short

of following the MA's Disposal Toolkits
advice thatif this approach fails museums
should feel confidentin givingitems to
schools, community groups, enthusiast
organisations or, failing that, placing

them on the open market or consider
destruction. While these steps always
needto be given careful consideration,
museum staff should feel empowered
tomake such decisions after

completing the full disposal process.

Q11
HOW CAN
MUSEUM STAFF
BE EMPOWERED
TO UNDERTAKE
ETHICAL DISPOSAL?
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“I'm pro rationalisation
in theory, but it's very
resource intensive,
It's difficult to justify
doing it when theres
so much else going on.”

Interview participant
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STORED
COLLECTIONS

Museum storageis a perennial concern
for museums with substantial collections.
Lack of space or poor storage conditions
canlead to degradation of existing
collections and can deter active
contemporary collecting. Many museums
spend substantialamounts of money on
commercial storage, or on the construction
of high cost, specialist storage facilities.
Archaeological storage hasits own
specificsetof problems driven by the
huge amount of finds from developer
funded archaeology, and has been
addressedinarecent Historic England
plan®. Itis clearthat thereis substantial
potential forinnovation and efficiency
inthis area, butitwill require investment
toachieveit.

Rationalisation can provide some
answers to the storageissue, but this
raises potential ethicalissues, asit can
incentivise the disposal of large items
frommuseum collectionsinorder to
create space. While disposal hasits place
inopening up storage space, it should
not be the primary driver for creating
new space.

Museums need to store their collectionsin
more efficient ways. One solutionis tolearn
from otherindustries, such as logistics and
food, which have created efficiencies by
scalingup storage. Some museums and
cultural organisations have already sought
toadapt this model. The Science Museum
Group will shortly begin construction of
alarge, low energy, relatively low-cost
collections management facility at the
Group's National Collections Centre, a
former airfield near Swindon, Wiltshire.
Thousands of items stored in the facility
will be trackable using barcode technology
borrowed from the logisticsindustry and
the Group will be able to provide high-
quality digital access to the collectionfor
researchers and the public following a
massive digitisation effort. Physical access
forthe publicand researchers will also be
possible through tours and by appointment
from 2023, The facility will also enable
more efficient preparation of items for
display inthe Group's museums and

loans to other organisations.

This model works well at the size and

scale of anational museum anditis hoped
that object storage will also be available

to otherorganisations at the National
Collections Centre inthe future. Itis entirely
possible that museums in different regions
of the UK could workin partnership to
deliver similar programmes. Indeed, the
partnership between Glasgow Life and

the Hunterian Museum at Glasgow
University has already led to acombined
storage space for bothinstitutions

being built at Kelvin Hall. This project also
provides ahigh level of access by making
the stored collections visible and accessible
to the publicin amixed-use building that
includes sports and other facilities.

The shared storage model can work,
butitwilloften rely on the flexibility of
key stakeholders, particularly where it
involves collections being moved away
from theirhome city. The move of the
Science Museum Group's photographic
collection from Bradford to Londonin
2015 was areminder of the sensitivity
that canaccompany any effortto move
prized collections, even those that are
heldin storage.

Storageissues are not purely practical;
the practice of keeping more than 90
percentofitemsinstorageis regularly
questioned by the press, the publicand
politicians. To date museums have
responded by attempting to make stores
more accessible through the creation of
openstores and store tours. But these
solutions only reach a small number of
enthusiasts andif storage increasingly
moves off-site and away from population
centres it will become difficult to continue
this approach.
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Museums will need to find other ways

of dealingwith storage. Increasing the
number of loans and making digital records
available have their place, but museums
alsoneedtobe betteradvocatesforthe
value of their non-display collections. We
needto be able to demonstrate how they
are of use toresearchers and the public by
working to create high profile partnerships
that put the collectionsin the publiceye.
Many museums are already doing this, for
example the Unexpected Encounters
project helped to revitalise natural history
collections at sixmuseumsin the North
West of England by inspiring and engaging
local elderly people and recasting the
collections inan experiential and non-
specialist way?>. Museums could also
consider how creative projects can get
items out of storage and into new
environments and should be willing to
relax rules about how some items can

be used, transported and placed.

“IWe need to do a much
better job of advocating
for the value of stored
collections - perhaps we
can draw parallels with
Z00s and botanic gardens,
which have both public
displays and large
research collections.”

Interview participant

I15

Q12 I

HOW CAN MUSEUMS
MAKE THE CASE FOR
THE PUBLIC BENEFIT
OF THEIR NON-DISPLAY
COLLECTIONS?
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2050

This discussion paperis an
opportunity foreveryonein the
sector to provide feedback and
contribute to the conversation
about the future of collections.
Please click here to submit
your responses to the
questions in this paper

and remember to join the
discussion on social media
using #collections2030

and #museums2018.

Following the consultation period, we will
analyseresponses. Based on your feedback
we will publish a set of priorities for the
future of collectionsinearly 2019. This will

form the basis for our ongoing advocacy
efforts formuseum collections.

FOR COLLECTIONS

#collections2030

#museums2018
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