
 

NatSCA supports open access publication as part of its mission is to promote and support natural 
science collections. NatSCA uses the Creative Commons Attribution License (CCAL) 
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/2.5/  for all works we publish. Under CCAL authors retain 
ownership of the copyright for their article, but authors allow anyone to download, reuse, reprint, 
modify, distribute, and/or copy articles in NatSCA publications, so long as the original authors and 
source are cited. 

http://www.natsca.org 

NSCG Newsletter 

Title: What Use are Collection Surveys? 

Author(s): Henderson, J. 

Source: Henderson, J. (1997). What Use are Collection Surveys?. NSCG Newsletter, Issue 6, 11 ‐ 13. 

URL: http://www.natsca.org/article/740 



CONSTRAIN: An 
insecticide developed for 

museum use. 

Most insecticides have been developed 
for agricultural, commercial or 
industrial use. That is, they are 
designed to be powerful and efficient 
insect killers on materials that have 
specific functions (such as foodstuffs) 
ond usually short-term life. Although 
all insecticides are registered under the 
Pesticides Regulations Act 1986 and 
have to conform to standards of safety, 
the formulations mcorporating the 
insecticide are developed to satisfy the 
usual commercial demands. As a 
result, many of the products currently 
on the market are not suitable for 
treating museum collections, where 
long-term safety to human health and 
the well being of the object is essential. 

CONSTRAIN was developed to 
produce an insecticide of proven 
efficacy, that was environmentally 
sound and also satisfied current 
conservation criteria. 

The product 
The insecticide permethrin is sparingly 
soluble in water and so other 
formulations use water dispersible 
powders, oil/water emuls1ons or 
organ1c solvents such as white spirit. 
CONSTRAIN is a micro-emulsion, 
that is, a clean thermodynamically 
stable dispersion of permethrin in a 
neutral surfactant which does not have 
an oily or high solvent content. lt has 
rapid penetration into a variety of 
substrates including timber and being 

water-clear does not stam or leave <~ 
visible rcs1due. On exposed surfaces 1t 
is totally biodegradable but when 
absorbed into materials will gJVe 
extended protection. 

CONSTRAIN was tested for its 
insecticidal efficacy by the Central 
Science Laboratory, Slough, and found 
to perform as a res1dual insect1c1dc, as 
well aq or better than comparative 
products. 11 is cleared for all mu\cum 
pests, mc.ludmg \\ ood borers. tc\lllc 
pests, silverfiSh, book lice etc., and us 
it is cleared for amateur use non
professionals can happ1ly u~c it -
following the instructions on the label. 

In order to test its conservation 
worthmess, CONSTRAIN was tested 
by the Oddy test for any enhanced 
attack of metals (steel, lead, copper. 
tin , silver) and showed no effect 1t 
was also applied to a wide range of 
text1les variously dyed to chcd, for any 
staining or colour change, and al~o on 
a range of papers and cards. Ag<tin, 
there was no v1sible deletcnous 
change. 

CONS-I RAIN was devclopecl to 
provide a safe effective insectiCide that 
can be used directly or indirectly on a 
wide range of museum materials and 
collections Although it would be 
naivd to expect it to be su1table in all 
circumstances where a res1dual 
insecticide IS needed, it does meet most 
conservation criteria and is a useful 
addition to the armoury. 

CONSTRAIN i~ available in 500ml 
trigger packs at £5.00 ( l VAT) inc. p 1 p 
from I listoryon1cs, 17 Tal bot Street, 
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What Use are Collection 
Surveys? 

Most people working in museums 
panicularly those respons•ble for 
collections management are familiar 
with the concept of collection condition 
surve) s. The use of staust1cal methods 
to sample survey collections may have 
made the process manageable but it is 
<ill ll an enormous commitment. The 
purpose of the paper is to examine if 
these surveys are being used in the 
most cm:ctive and eflie1cnt way. 

l'hc rea l staning point for the 
populanty of conditiOn surveys was 
1988 when the National Audit Office 
published ''Management of the 
c:ollectlons of the Engli.~h NatiOnal 
Museum.~ & Gallcncs". 

In 1991 U KIC organised a conference 
on storage at which SuLanne Keene 
rrcscnted a very innucntml paper (well 
wonh reading ) on Audits of Care. 
fhis described a method of carrying 
out a sample survey of collection 
condition using a simple questionnaire 
nnd scoring system In order to be clear 
ubout what was involved in the survey 
and to difTerentiatc the technique from 
cnndit1on repons the methodology was 
de lined - "collection condition surveys 
clfl' .\ 11n•c:y.\ 1111dcrtakc:n 111 order tu 

assess, or audit the condition of 
collections as a whole, rather than to 
identify objects requiring action" 
(Keene 1991) 

Unfortunately the definition has not 
stuck precisely and this has led to a 
plethora of surveys being carried out 
using the Keene method but with 
varying aims. Any review of papers on 
the subject will confirm this diversity; 
it is easy to draw a list of nearly 20 
different reponed motivations for 
surveying. (Taylor, pers. comm) This 
suggests that the condition survey 
method is being applied to gather 
mformation on a much wider remit 
tJ1an it was originally designed for. 

In researching the presentation I read 
12 published anicles on surveying. I 
found that they fell naturally into three 
groups. The first could be described as 
classical Keene type surveys although 
often these were individually amended 
by rhe institution. The second type 1 
shall describe as audit of the state of 
conservation and collection condition 
and were normally conducted over 
several institutions. The third type 1 
describe as simple snapshots. I chose 
to look at them all together as the 
survey methodologies overlap. 

Looking at each m turn I looked at the 
stated aims, the results quoted and 
finally whether I thought it might have 
been possible to achieve the results in 
a simpler way. 

The first type (Keene model) listed 
aims including: 
• identify storage improvements 
• Jdc.'tltify environmental improvements 
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• monitor deterioratJon 
• plan future research 
• evaluate success of past treatments 
• ·~o do a survey" 

The second group. conservation audits 
listed aims including; 
• &amcworic for strategy for improvement 
• quantify cooservation needs 
• identify priorities set work progmmme 
• seek resouroes 
• identify storage problems 
• identify environmental improvements 
• measure damage to collections 
• predict possible damage 
• status of collections 

The third type, simple survey listed 
aims including; 
• identify cause of damage 
• identify programme for conservation 
• identify environmental improvement 
• Jriorities 
• identify ston1ge improvement priorities 

Clearly the aims overlap between 
survey types. Funhermore all the 
published work reported similar results, 
that the surveys led to clearer defined 
priorities or a shif\ of attention towards 
collection condit1on mside the 
surveying institution. The more 
significant difference between survey 
methods was the amount of time and 
money that was taken up to achieve 
results. Not every publication contains 
details of how long the data took to 
gather and it seems that this factor was 
not always being carefully analysed 
although comparisons can be drown. 
For example In Johnsen (1994), a 
simple survey shows the results of 
surveying 3050 artefacts on a single 

sheet whereas some of the Kccne bused 
surveys asked at least 12 questions per 
anefact with further written comments 
Yet both types are reported as 
achieving s1m1lar results. Ahhough 
some of th1s difference may be justified 
in terms of different types of artefact 1s 
the method used being questioned 
enough? 

In two of the published repons the 
authors raised the issue of how much 
data was be ing gathered, both h.1tJ 
staned with a "standard" rnodel but 
found that they did not get the 
111format10n that they wanh:d for the 
purposes of their study. 

"The Survey amassed a large umou11f of 
data, mosr of which has been IJ<norcd 
subsequently as l11s considered to he of 
no releva11ce either to the 01ms oftll<! 
survey or in the context of till! 
col/eel/On". (Dollery 1994 ) 

"At first it was intended that the .HifT~) 
should take I he form of a comparatli·L'~l' 
slraighl forward exammalion to 
gel . priol'llles for conser\!ation Th<' 
first surwty had three questiom thi\ 
format was used once and found w he 
far too has1c and inconwmentto uw" 
(Walker 1987) 

In both these cases the method was 
questioned m the light of the defined 
aims and indeed Keene recommends 
trial surveys at the outset which should 
help identify just these sorts of issues. 
What is more alarming is when there 
seems to be less evidence of cr1t tell I 
thinking about what data is bein~ 
gathered and why. One article 
describes circumstances in which a 
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collection wa~ decaying, then describes 
the survey before concluding with 
recommendations to resolve all the 
problems that they had outlmed a years 
work earlier. 

Conclusions 
Collection surveys are a popular tool 
and have clearly helped raise the 
profile of conservation and collections 
care. They are also often an enormous 
commitment in terms of stafT 11me If 
you plan to conduct a survey, identify 
and define the aims tightly. Use these 
aims to question your chosen survey 
method and check its appropnatcncss 
Ask yourself questions about your 
survey 

Is it to find out about your collection or 
to get funds. Be honest, why gather in 
depth details of damage, disfigurement, 
etc. etc. If the whole thing will be 
reduced to one side of text and two pie 
charts. 

As!.. also who the survey is for. Is it for 
the surveyor or the surveyed? This is 
especially imponant if the surveyor or 
the instigator of the survey is from 
another organisation You may 
contribute a lot of resources to a survey 
so have you contributed to the 
delimtion of its aims? 

Ask will the benefits be direct, will you 
get a check-list of things to do, or 
indirect, a politician or senior manager 
will sec things differently and change 
policy as a result. 

Lxclude all irrelevant questions und 
avoid 1hc urge to say "while we nre 
surveymg we could also a!>l.. this other 

question it may come in handy". 

Look at how many questions are being 
asked against how many will be 
analysed. Don't forget that you should 
allow a lot of time for this element of 
the project. 

Finally, when you look back on the 
exercise identify the results of the 
survey and question if the results were 
achieved in the most effective way. 

Above all don't aim to do a collection 
survey just because everyone else has. 
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