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An expedition into the changing world of 

museum collections: Are they vital or a thing of 

the past? 
 

Christina Hardy 

 

Abstract 

As museums fight for a position in the modern world they have had to adapt and reconfigure 
themselves to remain relevant, popular and funded.   Has this moved museums too far away 
from their collections and traditional purpose?  This paper will argue using examples of public 
programmes, digital engagement and exhibitions that despite the move towards focusing on 
the audience, the collection is still integral.  Projects developed in Nelson, New Zealand will 
be outlined to support this argument.  These ventures include an outreach project at 
Founders Heritage Park which uses museum objects to evoke memories and facilitate 
discussion and a digital programme at The Nelson Provincial Museum which uses digital 
images of glass plate negatives held in the collection to engage the public and seek help 
identifying World War One soldiers.  These projects are predominantly audience driven 
however, they could never exist without the museums’ collection or the acknowledgment 
that objects are powerful.  It will be argued that for museums to succeed in the future a way 
to coordinate collections work with audience development needs to be established as 
without an audience a museum is not needed.  But without a collection a museum is not a 
museum anymore.  

Keywords: Museum collections; public programmes; outreach; museums; reminiscence; 
digital projects 

 

Museums are booming on a global scale.  There are more museums being built and funded 

than ever before and yet museums are in the midst of a conceptual crisis.  The role and 

function of a museum is no longer secure. Museums have developed and changed from 

focusing inwardly on the growth, care and study of collections to focusing outwardly on 

providing an education or entertainment service for the public1.  This shift has changed the 

dynamic of museum staffing structures and the missions they seek to fulfil.  It has created 

debates around what a museum is and whether they should still exist.  It is no longer enough 

to just collect objects, funders need to see the value a museum is giving to society.  This has 

created an increasing pressure on museum staff to create successful public programmes and 

increase visitor numbers. This in turn creates a divide within the museums ideologies and 
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raises tensions between the objectives of the collections and public program departments.  

This paper seeks to introduce the changing conception of what a museum is before 

establishing an insight into two examples of public programmes that benefit the collections 

whilst engaging the public.  Therefore providing a possible way forward for museums to 

protect and grow the collection whilst engaging new audiences and consequently 

demonstrating their value in society to their funders.   

In the 18th century the private collections of wealthy Europeans became public museums, 

funded and supported by public money and public bodies.2 At this time museums became 

mediums or texts much like books, films, television and video today. Through curating 

exhibitions they sought to tell stories which educated the public and gave them access to 

unfamiliar and exotic artefacts.  However, there are some key differences between museums 

and other media.  These include the longevity of museum programmes and exhibitions and 

the permanence embedded in the solid walls of a museum.  Museums are also physical spaces 

that require visitors to step inside and participate with them.  But most importantly perhaps, 

museums have collections.  This is something all other media are missing.  It is the collection 

that gives the museum authority as a medium and defines it.  As such, a museum can only be 

a natural history museum if it contains natural history collections.    

However, as museums have developed they have increasingly been split into three main 

functions.  Firstly collecting and collection care, secondly research or curation and finally 

communication or museum exhibitions and public programmes.  These all have different 

priorities and are often working against each other or forming independent existences.  This 

has caused the definition of what a museum is today to become more flexible.  Are museums 

exhibition centres, education centres, research institutions or guardians of a collection?  

Perhaps museums are all of these things.  One thing that is central to all these definitions is 

collections.  Museums may not be the only institution or group whose job it is to preserve 

history or memory anymore - there are archives, community groups, newspapers and the 

internet for that now.  But museums are the only ones in society whose job it is to make 

memory from the tangible, to preserve and collect tangible items and to interpret material 

culture in its original form.3 To some extent this is a hangover from the nineteenth century 

where objects were seen to have the power to convey knowledge, meaning and 

understanding (if properly collected and classified) without interpretation.4 At this time it was 
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believed that visitors could be educated just by seeing an object.  But this is not believed to 

be the case anymore.  We now use educators, visitor hosts and interpretation panels along 

with objects to convey our meanings or stories in exhibitions.   

However, collections do not need to be the enemy of innovation and public engagement.  In 

Nelson, New Zealand a project was initiated in 2013 which used objects from Founder 

Heritage Parks’ collection to engage with the local community.  It was possible to use this 

heritage parks collections because of the unique context of this museum and the relationship 

it has with its collections.  The majority of the museum’s collections are on open display and 

were acquired to be displayed or used in a much more hands on approach than is generally 

advocated by museums.   

The project brought together objects, text and images based around simple and universal 

themes to create an outreach service to the local community.  These objects are being used 

in care homes in the local region to run group reminiscence sessions.  These informal 

gatherings seek to use objects to trigger memories of events or emotions which can then be 

shared with the rest of the group, should the participant wish.  To do this the care home is 

asked to organise the participants into small groups (no more than ten) which are able to 

meet in a quiet and comfortable space.  Once the session starts the participants are given 

access to the objects and are asked to share their stories.   

Objects are key to this as it is through touching objects and smelling them that memories are 

triggered.  The best themes for the boxes are universal and provide the participants with 

choices of what time of their lives they would like to reminisce.  In Nelson the boxes are based 

around the themes of home life and work life.  Other good themes are games and toys, school 

days, nights out and holidays.  The objects encourage participation and enable access to the 

collection intellectually and physically.  Touching these objects links the participants to the 

past and to past peoples.  It is an intimate and important experience based on the authenticity 

of the objects.  But more importantly, it gives control to the participants.5  Museum staff 

usually control all aspects of the collection – who has access, where objects are displayed, 

how they are to be viewed and how they should be understood.  But in this project the 

participant controls the object.  The participant decides which angle to look at the object from 

and how it should be interpreted to the group.   
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This project therefore provides a multi-sensory and inclusive activity with many benefits to 

the participants including increased confidence with object handling, exhibitions and 

research.  There is increased confidence in group participation through providing a relaxed 

way of interacting with people from both inside and outside the care home environment.6 

The recalling of memories also has an important function in sustaining a persons’ sense of self 

as it gives the participant a chance to reflect on where they have been and how they came to 

be who they are now.  The triggering of memory keeps the brain active and the handling of 

objects and using them the way you would have in the past triggers muscle memory.7  This 

provides mental and physical stimulation that encourages a sense of well-being in the 

participant.  These are benefits not just for the participants but also the caregiver as they 

learn about their patients and are able to more satisfactorily care for them.  

As well as the numerous benefits to the participants outlined above there are also advantages 

for the museum running the program. This kind of project enables the museum to reach out 

to their local community and, in particular, a section of the community that may not be able 

to physically access the museum building anymore.  It promotes the museum not just to the 

participants, but also their families and the staff at the care homes.  It provides opportunities 

for the museum to learn new stories and provenance about collection items and it promotes 

the collection to the public by advertising what the museum holds.  This is supported by the 

experiences of Simpson, Davis and Hill (2004) who recognised the aged care community as an 

“untapped resource of information” after their institutional documentation related to a 

photograph was challenged by their participant’s knowledge of dress codes and the 

composition of portraits in the 1930s.8 It can also provide ways to develop the collection with 

oral histories relating to the museums objects.  All of this adds value to the museum.  It makes 

the museum more relatable to its funders who are less knowledgeable of museum practices 

and are likely to prioritise community endeavours.  

However, it is crucial with projects such as these that the collection is protected.  To ensure 

this is the case, a project like this can use objects which have been specially donated or 

purchased for the museums handling collection.  It is also possible to use objects from the 

museums’ collection if their collection policy allows this and the donor agrees.  The kinds of 

objects which can be used from a collection need to be robust, possibly one of many duplicate 

items and are not unique or significant.  Despite these barriers to using collection objects 
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these projects have almost become standard museum practise in the UK.  Beamish Museum 

is often seen as a pioneer of this work but another good example is Tyne and Wear Archives 

and Museums which have expanded the concept to create digital stories about their 

collections which have then been accessioned into their collections.9 

As this project developed, the local library in Nelson became interested in contributing to this 

endeavour and they are now managing the project.  This reminiscence project fulfilled many 

of the libraries missions in terms of public access and community engagement.  They also 

have funding to execute outreach programmes like this through their home delivery service.  

This made the library an ideal place to run the project in conjunction with Founders Heritage 

Park.  Through this collaboration, the library and the museum have provided a successful 

model for sharing resources and working with each other in a way that utilises the strengths 

of each institution.  With this example the library have the staffing, volunteers and funding 

available to run the project, whilst Founders Heritage Park provides the objects and a fully 

formed outreach programme.  The library is now utilising their friends scheme to acquire 

more objects and develop more boxes around different themes.  They are aiming to loan the 

boxes to both care homes and individuals in the region and start using the boxes to record 

oral histories.  Through this the library is always reaching out to their local communities and 

demonstrating their value in society to gain further funding and resources. 

Another way of developing public programmes that both engage the public and develops 

museum collections is through digital projects.  Digital engagement has provided a new way 

for museums and their communities to take possession of their heritage and share it with the 

wider community.  The Nelson Provincial Museum sought to achieve this with the work they 

are doing to commemorate the centenary of World War One.  The museum has created a 

continuing exhibition centred on the war life and home life of those from the Nelson, Tasman 

region during the war years as well as a WW1 website branching from its own website.10 This 

is a region and family centred website containing information created by staff and volunteers 

on all the men who served during WW1 from the Nelson, Tasman region.  It includes updated 

daily diary extracts transcribed by staff from two men who served during WW1, as well as 

detailed biographies of key figures represented in the museums’ collections and exhibition.   

Within the scope of this project over fifteen hundred glass plate negatives were digitised.  

These negatives were taken by the Tyree Studio before and during the war years. They 
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predominantly depict WW1 soldiers and their families. To achieve this, three part-time 

digitisation technicians, already employed by the museum, were re-directed to digitise the 

WW1 glass plate negatives and capture basic data regarding the negatives in excel 

spreadsheet format.  This data and digital images were then imported into the museums 

Vernon CMS database and its Collections Online website11 by the museums Digital Imaging 

Technician and IT Manager.  Discovering the identity of those depicted on the negatives was 

only possible through deciphering the surnames scratched on the negatives by the Tyree 

Studio at the time of photographing the subjects.  As such, to identify those depicted on the 

negatives, a staff member was employed to research the negatives and identify their subjects, 

using government archives, the museums own archives and the Auckland War Memorial 

Museums Cenotaph Database.12  

However, at this time the museums’ Collections Online facility was adapted to make it 

possible for the public to comment on object records.  This data created by the public then 

automatically fed back into the museums’ collections management database.  This meant that 

whilst the staff member was working on the images, members of the public were also 

identifying the people depicted on the negatives.  Without any promotion of the public ability 

to comment online by the museum, it proved quite popular with local historians and 

genealogists.  This feature gave the public access to digital images of the collection, access to 

the museums data, a chance to contribute to the museums knowledge and the possibility of 

finding images of family members they did not know existed.  This work was then utilised by 

the museum with articles in the local press, reunions with old Nelson families to ask for help 

identifying their relatives and items posted on the museums Facebook and Twitter accounts.  

This project not only gave people access to the collection digitally, it also prioritised a large 

collection for digitisation and research.  It improved the data the museum has on its 

collections and the use of public engagement increased the knowledge of the men depicted 

on the negatives more effectively than a large team of museum staff could have achieved.  

Although this project engaged many people in the museums community, it perhaps did not 

reach its full potential.  The main people who participated with the project were historians 

and genealogists who were already engaging with the museums website, archives and 

exhibitions.  The museum did not promote the project to the wider community. This hindered 

the opportunity for people outside the museum’s regular supporters to engage and 
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participate with the project.  The digital records for the glass plate negatives were also not 

edited or curated before being placed online.  All one thousand six hundred and seventy-five 

records were placed on the website in alphabetical order creating a mass of records including 

many duplicate images.  This created an overwhelming amount of images and data for the 

website visitor to engage with. 

Despite the shortcomings of this project its potential to appeal to the community was evident.  

This is significant because museums need to appeal to their communities to survive in the 

future.  They need to remain relevant and interesting to visitors whilst maintaining their core 

work and identity.  Through this, museums will maintain their position of performing 

important social and civic functions in society whilst remaining the protectors of Taonga 

(treasure).  Traditionally as the focus has shifted onto public engagement, collections and 

collection care has been pushed out, but this does not need to be the case.  Collections staff 

and public programmes staff need to find a way to work together to create engaging ways of 

reaching out to the community whilst protecting and growing the collection.  Through this, 

museums can engage the public with authenticity and increase their knowledge of the 

collection, they can provide content for exhibitions and they can promote the museum in the 

media with stories of the public connecting emotionally or intellectually with collections.  The 

two examples discussed above provide useful models for utilising the power of museum 

collections to connect with the public using physical objects and digital images.  Museums are 

thus able to demonstrate their value to the community and the funders who keep museums 

alive.    

Notes 

1. Conn, (2010), Do museums still need objects 
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150. 

4. Conn, (2010) op cit. 
5. Arigho (2008), Getting a handle on the past: The use of objects in reminiscence work  
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