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 Elements of Successful Collections Management   
Part 11 

There are nine major elements of successful collections management in museums and all of these elements should be 
present to insure your museum is fulfilling its public trust and collection stewardship obligations. These key elements 
are:  

 Clear Museum Mission Statement 
 Mission-driven Policies and Procedures 
 Knowledge of proper handling procedures 
 Thorough and accurate documentation of collections 
 Knowledge of safe and proper numbering methods 
 Inventory control 
 Safe and stable environment 
 Consistent and sound access procedures 
 Safe and secure exhibition practices 

 
Collections Research News addressed the first eight elements in previous issues.  In this issue we will look at the 

 Safe and Secure Exhibition Practices 
In order to provide interesting and educational exhibits for your visitors and protect your collections and 
visitors, consider the following elements when planning and executing your exhibitions: 
 Use exhibit furniture and materials that are safe for your collection items 

Traditional wooden exhibit cases, particularly oak, are generally used in museums because they look nice.  
However, without being properly sealed these cases can actually be harmful to the objects you display in 
them.  Wood gives off harmful acidic gasses that can increase the aging properties of many collection 
materials and oak is the worst of all.  Be sure to place a protective barrier between your objects and the 
wooden floor of the case.  Use a barrier material that will block the migration of the acids from the wood 
such as Polyester sheeting, Marvelseal, or aluminum foil.  The wood can also be sealed using a moisture-
cured polyurethane or latex paint, but these products must be allowed to dry completely and finish curing 
before artifacts are placed in the case.  This process may take up to 3 to 4 weeks. 
Better choices for exhibition cases are powder-coated metal and glass cases or sealed wood bases with 
Plexiglas vitrines. 
Fabrics used in exhibition cases should be inert and un-dyed: polyester, cotton, linen, or a polyester-cotton 
blend.   If you must use a colored fabric for esthetic reasons, test it for color fastness before using it.  You do 
not want your exhibit fabric to bleed onto your objects if the humidity rises or there is a water incident. 
Artifact mounts should be made of safe materials and should properly support your objects.  Mounts should 
be padded so as not to scratch or rub your objects.  Metal mounts can scratch and corrosion can stain objects 
if they are not protected by polyester, polypropylene, or polyethylene tubing or other inert padding.  Plexiglas 
can be used for mounts; be sure the cut edges are polished so they are no longer rough.  Fabric or Tyvek 
covered polyethylene foam blocks or Backer rods can be fashioned into mounts for storage and exhibition.  
 Case Lighting 

In- case lighting can raise the ambient temperature inside the case and lower the relative humidity such that 
your artifacts are affected to their detriment.  Close-in lighting like this can also increase fading of artifacts 
like textiles and paper-based items.  Florescent lighting must be filtered, inside or outside of the cases and 
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final element, the importance of safe and secure exhibition practices. 
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incandescent lighting is extremely hot. Fiber optic lighting can be safely used inside a case as the heat source is away from the end of the light tube; however, 
the nearness and intensity of the light can still increase fading.  Outside- the- case lighting is a better option if possible, but remember to filter for UV and limit 
the length and intensity of the exposure for optimal collection care. 

 Plan an open traffic pattern for your exhibits 
Make sure that there is enough room in the exhibit for visitors to comfortably navigate around the exhibits and cases.  Refer to the American with Disabilities 
Act for the proper path width so that disabled visitors in wheelchairs can negotiate your galleries.  Always plan with ADA compliance in mind and make sure 
the exhibition cases are not too tall for children and people in wheelchairs; that wall cases and other design elements are not hazards for blind or limited vision 
visitors; and that your labels are readable by all visitors in terms of mounting height, print size; color combinations and location. 
Making the space around your cases wide enough to comply with ADA regulations will not only make the exhibit more enjoyable for all your visitors, it will 
make it less likely that the cases will be accidently bumped because of close quarters.  Bumped cases can cause artifact damage. 

 Security for exhibition galleries 
Exhibit security is a very important element of any exhibition.  Your exhibit cases must have good locks that are not easy to open.  Alarmed cases are better if 
you have the funds to manage it.  Open exhibits should be monitored closely and/or have perimeter alarms to alert staff when visitors get too close or attempt 
to remove items from the exhibit.  They should also have a barrier to keep visitors from entering the area--stanchions are good; Plexiglas or other solid barriers 
are better.  You might be surprised what visitors will do even when there is a barrier blocking their way!  Watch out for the parent who lifts their child over the 
barrier to pet the buffalo, Mountain lion (big kitty) or touch an artifact!  This is not only detrimental to the artifact, but can be dangerous for the child (ex. 
arsenic in animal mounts). 
Beyond the physical security of barriers, locks and alarms, and cameras, there is a simple and effective way of keeping your exhibition galleries safe.  Even if 
you do not have the funds to have a full time security staff, your regular staff can take 'walkabouts' at irregular intervals around the galleries to survey what is 
happening.  Walk around the museum and engage your visitors by asking if they are enjoying themselves and ask if they have any questions.  An engaged and 
happy visitor is less likely to mess about with your collection than a visitor who thinks no one is watching. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

2013 TRAINING SCHEDULES 
 

ONLINE TRAINING 
MS103: Basics of Museum Registration 

January 7 to February 1, 2013 
 

MS207: Collections Management: Cataloging 
Your Collection 

July 1 to 26, 2013 
 
MS007: The Mission Statement: Is It Really That 

Important? 
November 11 to 15, 2013 

 
MS218:  Collection Inventories 

November 4 to 29, 2013 
 

MTN/WESTEND TRAINING CENTER 
Collections Management Boot Camp 

On hiatus for 2013 
 

!NEW! 
SECURITY WORKSHOPS FOR TINY 

MUSEUMS 
Collections Research for Museums now offering a 
half-day workshop titled "Security for the Small 
Museum: Practical Low and No Cost Solutions".  
 
  

This workshop is designed for small museums 
with 10 or fewer staff (paid or unpaid) who are 
looking to improve or learn about museum 
security.  It will present practical tips that anyone 
can implement with little or no cost focusing on 
non-technical solutions. 
 

We are currently looking for institutions who 
would like to host one of these workshops 

 
Check our website or call us for details: 

http://museumcollectionmgmt.com 
__________________________         __________ 

SERVICES 
FILEMAKER® PRO CATALOGING 

TEMPLATES 
Collections Research for Museums can assist 
small museums with computerizing their 
collection documentation using off-the-shelf 
database software.   
 
Training is available for our database and in 
general FileMaker Pro techniques. 

 
 
 
 
 

ON-SITE TRAINING 
Collections Research for Museums offers classes 
for small museums in Cataloging and 
Collections Management.  The course is 
designed for those museums which have small, 
non-professionally trained or volunteer staffs. It  
covers the basics of marking, handling, measuring, 
and cataloging, plus general care and storage for 
all types of objects and materials. 

 
PROJECT SERVICES 

We also offer a variety of other services to 
museums, large and small.  These range from 
simple inventories to complete and thorough 
cataloging of collections.  Feel free to contact us 
for more information.  We provide a free initial 
consultation. 
 
(Collections Research News is a service of 
Collections Research for Museums, Inc, 4830 E 
Kansas Dr, Denver, CO 80246 (303)757-7962, 
Toll free: 1-877-757-7962, 
Email: information@museumcollectionmgmt.com 
Website: http://museumcollectionmgmt.com. 
Questions, comments or story suggestions are 
always welcome.) 
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In addition to the traits listed for clear varnishes, 
colored base coats should posses good adhesion, 
be non-flaking, and be pigment-based rather than 
dye-based.  The following are acceptable colored 
base coats: Acryloid B-72 with pigment colorant 
such as titanium dioxide (Liquid Label); or water-
based products such as Rotring white artist color 
opaque waterproof acrylic; Golden; or Aqua-tec.  
A note of caution, water-based products may not 
be as durable as solvent-based varnishes and 
when dry must still be removed with solvents.  If 
you use a white base coat always apply a clear 
barrier layer first and then apply the white over it.  
You may wish to consider using a white ink, 
acrylic paint or watercolor to write the number 
instead of using a white base coat and black 
number.  The results will be much less obtrusive 
and more esthetically pleasing.

The most common solvents are:  Acetone, 
which can dissolve paint, ink, plastic and 
coatings; Toluene, which is much more toxic 
than acetone and dissolves the same kinds of 
materials; Ethanol, which can dissolve shellac 
varnishes on furniture, inks, paints and plastics; 
Petroleum benzene and related petroleum 
distillates such as Naptha or Mineral Spirits, 
which are also toxic and can damage waxes and 
waxed surfaces but usually leave most paints, 
plastic and other surface treatments alone.

Proper materials for applying the number to these 
base coats were discussed in the Fall 2008 
Newsletter.  Golden’s Fluid Acrylics in Carbon 
Black or Titanium White make the best choices 
for numbering inks and can be applied with a fine 
brush or used in a TRIA Pen.  Rotring’s Acrylic 
Artists color #597137 Black is also 
recommended, as is China White watercolor 
paint.

If your object is subject to excessive handling or 
the number is likely to be worn off by abrasion, a 
top coat can be applied over the number.  It has 
been suggested that the top coat be a different 
material than the barrier layer, so that the top coat 
and number can be removed without disturbing 
the barrier layer, but this is not required.

 Writing Directly on the Object

The third method for numbering objects, writing 
the number directly on the object, is the preferred 
technique for marking paper and photographs and 
could be considered as an option for plastics.  
Bear in mind, however, that any number applied 
directly to plastic objects should be considered 
permanent since solvents and even water can be 
damaging.

For paper, use a #2 (HB) or softer (#1) pencil and 
press lightly.  If possible, mark the mat (if 
present) rather than the work itself.  Always place 
the number on the reverse side of the work. For 
two-sided works, mark both sides in the margin 
with a different number (ex. 1234.a and 1234.b).  
If there is no clear area to mark the work, mark its 
container.

For marking photographs a #2 or softer pencil is 
recommended.  The Schwan All Stabilo pencil 
works well on resin-coated photographic paper. 
(This pencil also comes in white which works 
well for marking dark papers like old black photo 
album pages).  There is a nice 100% graphite 
pencil available, which is wonderful for hard to 
mark papers and artifacts. Again, press very 
lightly so as not to damage the emulsion or make 
an imprint.  Number only on the back near an 
edge and away from the image portion of the 
photograph.

A wax pencil (Berol China Marker) may be used 
to mark plastics.  It also can be used for resin-
coated photographic papers if the Stabilo pencil 
does not work, but it can smear so care should be 
taken to interleave photographs with acid-free 
paper or place them in individual Mylar sleeves to 
prevent transfer.

Do not use inks or paints on paper or 
photographs.  If necessary, acrylic paint or 
watercolor can be used on plastic, but the number 
should be applied in an inconspicuous location 
away from any maker's marks.

Next time we will discuss a few new innovative 
methods of numbering and tracking museum 
objects.  Sorry we did not have room to finish the 
discussion this time.  But stay tuned!  

________________________________________
2009 TRAINING SCHEDULES

ONLINE TRAINING
MS103: Basics of Museum Registration

Look for it in January, 2010

MS207: Collections Management: Cataloging Your 
Collection

July 6 to August 1, 2009

MS007: The Mission Statement: Is It Really That 
Important?

July 13 to 17, 2009

MS218:  Collection Inventories
November 2 to 30, 2009

WESTEND TRAINING CENTER
Collections Management in Times of Change

April 5 to 10, 2010

Check our website for details and next year’s 
schedule: http://museumcollectionmgmt.com

___________________________         __________
SERVICES

FILEMAKER® PRO CATALOGING
TEMPLATES

Collections Research for Museums can assist small 
museums with computerizing their collection 
documentation using off-the-shelf database software.  

Training is available for our database and in 
general FileMaker Pro techniques.

ON-SITE TRAINING
Collections Research for Museums offers classes for 
small museums in Cataloging and Collections 
Management. The course is designed for those 
museums which have small, non-professionally 
trained or volunteer staffs. It covers the basics of 
marking, handling, measuring, and cataloging, plus 
general care and storage for all types of objects and 
materials.

PROJECT SERVICES
We also offer a variety of other services to museums, 
large and small.  These range from simple 
inventories to complete and thorough cataloging of 
collections.  Feel free to contact us for more 
information.  We provide a free initial consultation.

(Collections Research News is a service of 
Collections Research for Museums, Inc, 4830 E 
Kansas Dr, Denver, CO 80246 (303)757-7962, Toll 
free: 1-877-757-7962, 

Email: information@museumcollectionmgmt.com  
Website: http://museumcollectionmgmt.com. 

Questions, comments or story suggestions are 
always welcome.)


