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Collections Management policy 
Introduction 
De• ning the core policy issues for managing your collections is an essential early 
step in the process of establishing a holistic framework. By establishing what these 
issues are and adopting an overarching policy statement at the outset, you can avoid 
duplication when you come to develop individual policies speci• c to each of the four 
key Collections Management disciplines de• ned by the PAS 197. 

•  Collections development policy 
•  Collections information policy 
•  Collections access and use policy 
•  Collections care and conservation policy

TOP TIP

Information on what to consider 
for each of these individual policy 
areas is given in Chapter 4–7.

Figure 2 
Areas covered by Collections Management framework

TOP TIP

The PAS 197 de• nes a policy as 
the ‘overall intentions and direction 
of an organisation as formally 
expressed by top management’.

TOP TIP

As with the framework, there 
is no model or template for a 
Collections Management policy. 
You may integrate everything into 
one document, or you may have 
an overarching policy statement 
with four separate cross-referring 
policies covering development, 
information, access and collections 
care. The decision about format 
will depend on what suits your 
organisation.

Taken from PAS 197

What are the core issues for your Collections 
Management policy? 
The Collections Management policy should connect Collections Management activity 
to the broader environmental, political, strategic and economic environment within 
which the organisation is operating. It is crucial then, that your core policy should 
identify the legal and statutory obligations that effect how material is managed, as 
well as the ‘softer’ ethical considerations that ensure that the organisation is culturally 
sensitive and socially responsible. 
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Case study 
Using the framework approach to develop a new museum
Organisation: Caithness Horizons, Thurso 

Website: www.caithnesshorizons.co.uk 

What they’ve got  
Caithness Horizons is a new museum facility created with the help of HLF funding in the town of Thurso in Caithness. The 
collection is an amalgamation of the Thurso Heritage Society’s collection, the Caithness element of Highland Council’s 
collections and material that was previously on display at the old Dounreay Visitor Centre. Dounreay was the site of 
UK’s research and development programmes into fast breeder nuclear reactor technology. Working towards Museum 
Accreditation, the organisation has established a mission statement and key objectives, a forward plan and a collections 
development policy and is working towards a collections access policy. At the time of publication, this museum is some 
way from having a fully integrated Collection Management framework in place. 

How they can use PAS 197 to get there 
The curator is interested in using the PAS 197 framework to assess her progress and to map out a blueprint for her 
evolving system. It will save her from re-inventing the wheel. As the sole curator in her organisation the PAS 197 will 
help her to demonstrate to the board of her governing body and the collections-holding trust, the importance of having 
an integrated approach to Collections Management. The structure of the framework approach – policy, planning, 
implementation and review – will •t in well with her need to report to both her board and the collections-holding trust on 
a regular basis and will assist with the development of the structured approach to forward planning that the museum has 
already adopted.

Collections on display at Caithness Horizons, Thurso

Advice 
“When starting out and setting up a system, use tools like these to avoid unnecessary effort, but also talk to lots of other 
people and benchmark against other similar organisations.” 

(Joanne Howdle, Curator)

Key step 3
Develop your core Collections Management policy statements. Then: 

•   Either set up a holistic policy to cover all four areas of Collections Management work from the outset; 

•   Or, work on your strengths •rst and establish a structure for your framework  
using one policy area only and develop further policies later on. 
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Internal audit 
Just as it is important for any organisation to conduct a regular audit of its • nancial 
and other management processes, Collections Management should be reviewed 
internally on a regular basis. 

Internal audits do two things for your organisation: 

•   They help keep processes fresh and up-to-date and serve as a useful reminder for 
the whole organisation of how the different elements of Collections Management 
• t together; 

•   They highlight situations in which processes are not operating ef• ciently, or have 
been allowed to lapse. 

Collections Management must be a living part of the operational work of organisation; 
growing and developing with it. By maintaining a regular audit, you can ensure your 
written procedures don’t become outdated documents sitting on a shelf. How often you 
do it and which elements of your system you audit, is up to your organisation. To be of 
most use, prioritise the areas at most risk, in most use, or where you suspect there are 
problems. This way you can learn where the weaknesses are and plan to improve.

Large organisation 
If you work in a large organisation you may already be subjected to regular 
audits from an internal team or an external auditor. The results from these 
audits can be fed back in to your framework.

Example:
At Amgueddfa Cymru the pro• le of Collections Management work within the 
organisation was raised signi• cantly by the decision to include on the risk 
register the potential damage that would be caused to the organisation by the 
loss of appropriate staff for managing the collection. This raising of the pro• le 
has led to more scrutiny of Collections Management through internal audits. 
Although the process of going through an audit is not always popular with staff, 
the bene• ts of regular auditing are clearly visible and can feed into the review 
of the system and ultimately lead to improvements and greater job satisfaction.

Website: www.museumwales.ac.uk

BEWARE

Internal audits may also reveal 
problems and be unpopular with 
staff. Allow time and resources to 
tackle the results of an audit and 
build it into a positive element of 
your framework.

TOP TIP

Internal audits can raise the pro• le 
of your Collections Management 
work and provide useful feedback.

Small organisation 
For smaller organisations the practice of internal audit may sound daunting. It is 
important, therefore, to apply this element of the framework in a proportionate 
way. A simple location audit can be carried by one person by selecting a 
random group of items from your collection and checking if they are where your 
system says they are. Recording the results and analysing them can help you 
to plan for improvements in your system.

Example:
At Down County Museum a recent audit from the local council audit department 
focused on the collections for the • rst time. The outcome was very positive and 
the auditors made some useful recommendations for how to use the review 
process to improve performance. As a result of that experience the Keeper 
is keen to repeat the exercise and to feed the results back into their planning 
cycle in a more formal way.

Website: www.downcountymuseum.com

TOP TIP

To be most effective, an audit is 
best carried out by someone who 
is not familiar with the collection. 
If you are in a small organisation 
you may wish to collaborate with 
another, similar sized, organisation 
to help each other to carry out 
audits. You can gain insights into 
problem-solving and improving 
your procedures by benchmarking 
against each other.

Key step 10 
Set up a system of regular internal audit to check your systems and feed into your 
review and planning for improvement.


