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Timetable
10.15 Introductions and housekeeping

10.30 What is museum documentation and why is it 
important?

Accountability and the SPECTRUM standard

Object Entry, Acquisition, Cataloguing, Loans

12.30 Lunch

13.30 Location and Movement Control, Object Exit, 
Deaccession and Disposal

14.30 Choosing a CMS

15.30 Q&A / Discussion

16.00 Finish 



Introductions



CT website
http://collectionstrust.org.uk/

http://collectionstrust.org.uk/


What is Documentation?



What is Documentation?

What? Object name 

Description

Materials

Where? Object location

Who? Acquisition information

Associations



Documentation takes 

many forms…

o Accession registers

o Object history files

o Trustee meeting minutes

o Entry forms

o Donor letters



Why do we do it? 



Standards



Primary

Procedures

o Object entry

o Acquisition

o Location and movement control

o Cataloguing

o Object exit

o Loans in

o Loans out

o Retrospective documentation
http://collectionstrust.org.uk/spectrum/

http://collectionstrust.org.uk/spectrum/


This procedure is for the receipt of objects and 
associated information which enter your premises for 
whatever reason.  

It is the key to ensuring that all objects that enter your 
premises are accounted for. It applies to all objects 
entering your care, including loans, enquiries, and 
acquisitions to permanent or support collections. You 
are expected to take the same care of objects not 
belonging to you as you would with your own objects. 
You might be held liable for loss of, or damage to, 
objects whether solicited or not.

Object Entry



Why is it important?







Acquisition

This procedure is for the addition of objects, and 
associated information, to your collections and their 
possible accession to your permanent collections. 

It is possible for you to acquire items but not make 
them part of your permanent collections, e.g. 
handling collections and reproductions 



Transfer of  Title





Physical Property 

OR

Intellectual Property





Accession numbers

Number

HC.2017.32

InformationObject

http://collectionstrust.org.uk/resource/spectrum-advice-labelling-and-
marking-museum-objects/ 
http://collectionstrust.org.uk/resource/spectrum-advice-numbering/

http://collectionstrust.org.uk/resource/spectrum-advice-numbering/


How do you do it?



Cataloguing

This procedure is about the compilation and 
maintenance of key information, formally identifying 
and describing objects. It may include information 
concerning the provenance of objects and also 
collections management documentation e.g. details of 
acquisition, conservation, exhibition and loan history, 
and location history. 

It need not bring together in one location everything 
known about an object, but should provide 

cross-references to any other relevant information 
source known to you.



What should we record?



What should we record?
A suggested minimum:

• Object number

• Object name

• Number of items or parts

• Brief physical description

• Acquisition method, date and source information

• Location

• Reference to any images

There may be additional information that is important for 
your organisation / collection.



Terminology control

http://collectionstrust.org.uk/resource/spectrum-
advice-terminology-control/

http://collectionstrust.org.uk/resource/spectrum-advice-terminology-control/


Consistency 



This procedure is for the borrowing of objects for which you 
are responsible for a specific period of time and for a 
specified purpose.  This is usually for exhibition and display, 
but can include for research, conservation, education, 
reproduction, and publication.

Loans In

The management and documentation of the loan of objects 
to other organisations or individuals for a specific period of 
time and for a specific purpose, normally exhibition and 
display, but including research, conservation, photography 
and education.

Loans Out



Policy decisions

Consider:
• Acceptable reasons for borrowing and lending 

objects
• Conditions you will accept / ask others to accept
• Minimum / maximum length of a loan period
• How loans can be authorised
• How to deal with historic loans where original 

lender cannot be traced to return object/s



Loan requests

• Dates of proposed loan
• Venue/s 
• Context and purpose
• Lender’s name and address
• Contact name and details
• Accession numbers of requested object/s
• Brief descriptions of requested object/s
• Statement of intended insurance or indemnity



Loan agreements

• Potential costs the borrower will be expected to 
meet

• Public access to the object/s
• Insurance / indemnity requirements
• Handling conditions
• Environmental conditions
• Food and drink restrictions
• Use and reproduction
• Acknowledgements and credit line requirements
• Packing and courier requirements



Questions



Take a break



Location & Movement 

Control

This procedure is about the information concerning 
the current and past locations of all objects or groups 
of objects in your care to ensure you can locate any 
object at any time. 

A location is a specific place where an object or group 
of objects is stored or displayed.



Describing locations



How do we do it?



Object Exit

This procedure is for objects that leave your premises 
for any reason. 

These reasons include: 
• on loan for an exhibition
• being photographed or conserved
• transfer to another organisation
• disposal 



What is recorded?

• Name and contact details of recipient
• Reason for exit
• Condition of object/s
• Date of exit 
• Return date if applicable 
• List of objects – including accession 

numbers and brief descriptions
• Signature of the remover and 

museum representative 





Deaccession and 

Disposal

This procedure is for the management of disposal (for 
example the transfer, or destruction of objects) and of 
deaccession (the formal process of removing an object 
from your permanent collections, and documenting of 
that).



Reasons for disposal

• Improved care for the item
• Improved access to the item; increased enjoyment 

of and engagement with the item by the public
• Improved context for the item
• Continued retention of the item within public 

museum collections or the wider public domain
• Removal of any hazard posed by an item (e.g. 

through contamination)

MA Disposal Toolkit

https://www.museumsassociation.org/collections/disposal-toolkit

https://www.museumsassociation.org/collections/disposal-toolkit


Unacceptable

• For financial reasons (unless in exceptional 
circumstances)

• On an ad hoc basis (i.e. other than as part of an 
approved collections development policy)

• Without considering advice from someone with 
specialist knowledge of this type of item

• If the disposal would adversely affect the public 
reputation of museum

• If the disposal would not be in the long-term public 
interest

• Outside the public domain, except in exceptional 
circumstances.



Methods of  disposal

• Free gift or transfer to another Accredited museum
• Exchange of items between museums
• Free gift or transfer to another institution or 

organisation within the public domain
• Return to donor
• Sale to an Accredited museum
• Transfer or sale outside of public domain
• Recycling
• Destruction



What information do 

we record?

• reasons for disposal

• desired outcome

• opinions and advice considered

• method of disposal

• conclusion of process: retention, transfer, sale etc.

• any conditions attached

• information relating to the item and photographs

• documentation relating to transfer of title

• note of any new location



Objects you might 

not own

• Uncollected enquiries
• Unsolicited gifts
• Objects with no documentation
• Historic loans

http://collectionstrust.org.uk/resource/disposing-of-
objects-you-may-not-own/

http://collectionstrust.org.uk/resource/disposing-of-objects-you-may-not-own/


Objects you might 

not own

• Prevention is better than cure – policy, object entry 
and acquisition, communication

• Establish the status of the object/s:
o Intent to give?
o Checking documentation

• What is the risk?
• Record all decisions and actions

https://www.museumsassociation.org/download?i
d=1151041

https://www.museumsassociation.org/download?id=1151041


Questions



Procedural manual

http://collectionstrust.org.uk/resource/developing-a-
documentation-procedural-manual/

http://collectionstrust.org.uk/resource/developing-a-documentation-procedural-manual/


Example: location and 

movement control



‘They’re only assets if  you can find them’

- unknown



Collections 

Management Systems



Organising information

Information can be broken up and stored in a number 

of different pieces, or Units of Information:

o Donor name

o Object description

o Accession number

o Acquisition method

o Condition



Choosing a CMS

Only as good as the underlying documentation



Resources

• Budget 
• Time (researching, set up, project management, 

data transfer)
• Skills (understanding of museum documentation, 

IT literacy etc.)
• Minimum hardware requirements 
• Operating system e.g. windows / apple?
• Storage space (external hard drive, cloud etc.)



People

User access, training, support



How many objects?



How many objects?

Can be a red herring…



o Audit trails

o Password security

o Thesaurus for data entry

o Search functions

o Screen designer

o Reports

o User-modifiable data structure

o Technical support and help menus

o Data import and export

Software features



Who are your organisation’s users and what 

might they need from a CMS?

Discussion



o Future proof: what will we need in several years 

time?

o Manage processes like loans and exhibitions?

o Record copyright / IPR information?

o Access for different users, including the public?

o User friendly and flexible

o SPECTRUM compliant

What do we want?



DIY or off  the shelf?



Advantages

Off the shelf DIY

o Uses museum vocabulary

o System is ready to use

o Suppliers have learnt from the 
experience of other users

o Training 

o Less technical expertise required 
within your museum

o Likely to have terminology 
control features

o Likely to be SPECTRUM 
compliant

o Lower initial purchase price

o Tailored precisely to your 
requirements

o Learn from the experience of 
other users

o Use locally available expertise



Disadvantages

Off the shelf DIY

o Initial costs likely to be higher

o Will the company developing 
the software keep pace with the 
development of more standard 
business databases?

o System probably depends upon 
the enthusiasm of one ‘expert’ 
who may leave, and not really 
be an expert

o Documentation of the 
application often overlooked

o May take some time before a 
working system is available – the 
time spent developing could 
have been spent entering data

o Will need to research and 
establish terminology



Choosing a CMS

http://collectionstrust.org.uk/software/

http://collectionstrust.org.uk/software/


One thing I love about you…

One thing you like about your CMS

One thing you wish was different 

and/or an action from today



Other useful links

http://collectionstrust.org.uk/shop/

http://collectionstrust.org.uk/resource/spectrum-
advice-re-numbering/

http://collectionstrust.org.uk/resource/spectrum-
advice-retrospective-documentation-and-making-an-
inventory/

https://www.gov.uk/guidance/copyright-orphan-
works

http://collectionstrust.org.uk/shop/
http://collectionstrust.org.uk/resource/spectrum-advice-re-numbering/
http://collectionstrust.org.uk/resource/spectrum-advice-retrospective-documentation-and-making-an-inventory/
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/copyright-orphan-works


Questions & Discussion



sarahb@collectionstrust.org.uk 

@CollectionTrust

#CToutreach

Contact


