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More on the museum diet: Ten strategies for 

sustainable museums and collections 
 

Kylie Winkworth 

 

Have Australians turned museum-making into a community hobby where collecting is verging 

on hoarding? The figures, and the facts on the ground, suggest Australia has an unsustainable 

number of museums and collections. The legacy of the last 50 years of collecting arguably 

surpasses our capacity to be true to the idea of a museum holding collections in perpetuity. 

Our collecting binge may imperil the opportunities for the next generation to create 

collections that are meaningful for them. Australia needs to go on a museum diet.  

Building on a paper presented at the 2010 Museums Australia Conference, this paper 

proposes a recipe for more sustainable museums and collections.  This is not, as some have 

suggested, a museum euthanasia program, but a set of practical strategies to create more 

sustainable collections and museums.  

Have you ever seen that American TV show called Hoarders? This show attracts millions of 

viewers in the US where the problem of hoarding is the focus of considerable attention from 

governments, psychiatrists and a new type of consultant - the professional organiser, part 

psychologist, part logistics expert. This may be an alternative career path for all the 

underemployed museum consultants.  

For those of you that haven’t seen the show, it features middle aged or elderly people whose 

homes are completely engulfed by the stuff they’ve accumulated. Psychologists, organisers 

and family members intervene to try and help the afflicted hoarder confront the reality of 

their condition and clean up their homes. It’s painful to watch the hoarder struggle to see the 

junk that everyone else sees. As we know one person’s junk is another’s treasure.  

One strand in the complex of psychological or psychiatric syndromes that make up hoarding 

is associated with collecting.   

Many of the people featured on the show start out on the hoarding road as collectors. They 

rarely have objects of intrinsic value but we see enormous collections of beer cans, tools, toys 
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and textiles – the latter one my own potential hoarding weaknesses. The collector-hoarders 

are some of the most stubborn cases as they have a ferocious belief in the value and meaning 

of the stuff they’ve accumulated.  

You can see where I’m going with this. I think many people attracted to museums have 

hoarding tendencies, myself included. There’s a kind of morbid fascination in watching the 

show to see people whose hoarding tendencies are completely out of control. When I work 

with museums on deaccessioning programs there is usually one person in the group where 

the hoarding tendency is more prominent and who will struggle to let go of the junk so the 

significant museum objects have room to breathe and tell their story.  

So what is the difference between hoarding and collecting?  True collectors, whether 

individuals or institutions, acquire, research, document, organise, educate, exhibit or share 

their collections. A hoarder is very good at the acquisition part of collecting but falls down on 

the other standards. And there is something else. True collecting is always discriminating at 

the point of acquisition, and a true collector edits the collection to refine and improve it. Many 

hoarders collect everything that falls within their special interest: beer cans, cats, ties, toys or 

even things of the same colour. True collectors on the other hand are always refining the 

scope of their collecting interest. They might start out collecting coat hangers for example but 

this will quickly get out of hand. Friends will bring coat hangers from their holidays or op 

shops, relatives know just what to get them for Christmas. Pretty soon the house is swamped. 

However the true collector will refine and edit their collection. So they may for example 

narrow their collecting criteria to wooden coat hangers that have interesting shapes, or shop 

labels, and put the rest of the coat hanger collection back in circulation at the op shop or in 

the rubbish.  

Psychologists and professional organisers are puzzling about why hoarding appears to be a 

growing and increasingly common community problem. Is it that stuff is so much cheaper for 

us to acquire? Some posit a genetic role in hoarding. My father was a hoarder so I know who 

to blame when my house gets out of hand. Others diagnose hoarding as an obsessive 

compulsive disorder. I’ve always believed that collecting is an innate human trait and that we 

use collections to help us make sense of the world, to understand it, order it and by doing so 

to have some control over it. Almost every child creates a collection of things that have special 

meaning for them. They put their collection in a little box. They know every item and each has 
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a memory or story. Most children grow out of their collections, but others will go on to be 

hoarders or to create bigger collections in museums, making their personal hobby into a 

community hobby.  

For many years I’ve been concerned about the sustainability and continued growth in the 

numbers of museums in Australia. New museums are opening every year. Governments and 

communities much prefer to open new museums, rather than fix the ones we already have. 

It wouldn’t be an issue if we had coherent policies and plans to support and edit the museums 

we already have, but like the hoarder we’re not dealing with the museums and collections 

that are already crowding our museums and communities.   

In recent papers I’ve argued that Australia has too many museums and that we need a 

museum diet or some museum population control policies.1 Comparing the museum numbers 

per head of population: 

 In the UK, there is one museum for every 24,000 people.  

 In the US there is one museum for every 17,642.  

 In Australia there is at least one museum for every 7,458 people.2 

So Australia has more than twice as many museums per head of population as the US and 

more than three times as many museums per head of population as the UK.  

Without a proper census of museum numbers these figures are almost certainly an 

underestimation. When we take a more accurate museum census in regional areas, the 

museum numbers are even higher. In one small rural community we found one museum for 

every 43 people.  

Australians prefer to open new museums rather than fix the one we already have. And it is a 

bit like hoarding, just focussing on the new stuff or the next museum idea and not looking at 

all the existing museums that are already cluttering Australia’s cultural backyard. Thus the 

numbers of museums are always growing, while the list of existing museums that have been 

reinvented or redeveloped is very small.3 Museum making has become a kind of community 

hobby, new museums are created with too little public scrutiny of their rationale and 

sustainability and without reference to the museums already operating in the region.  

Does it matter if Australia has more museums than other countries? If museums are a public 

good, then might more museums be even better? Not necessarily. The funding for museums 
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in Australia is very small, especially for the majority of museums without recurrent 

government funding. We have no equivalent of the UK or US museum policy and funding 

councils.4 Here in Australia the commonwealth and state governments have abandoned four 

attempts to sustain national policy bodies for museums and collections.5  

At the heart of the museum idea is the concept of a permanent collection held in trust for 

current and future generations. This promise cannot possibly be fulfilled if the de facto 

museum policy is to let a thousand flowers bloom. Collections and museums cannot be in a 

state of constant growth and development, at least not if we are serious about sustainability 

and the promise of collections held in perpetuity.   

It is accepted that all collections must be guided by a collection policy and that this policy 

framework is essential for the ethical management of a collection. But are 3000+ separate, 

uncoordinated collection policies the answer? Imagine if health or education or 

communications were run on the same lines; or 3,000 railway gauges of different sizes and 

standards. But this is the policy incoherence running rife in Australian museums. As the costs 

of keeping collections is rising, and communities are committing substantial resources to 

museums and collections, in kind if not in cash, we need to talk about how to better organise 

and structure the legacy of fifty years of ad hoc museum making.  

People working on the ground with museums in regional Australia confront these issues on a 

daily basis. We’ve all seen the pain that new museum ideas and developments can create in 

communities where there is already one or more museum that may have been there for 30 

or 40 years and is perhaps struggling to stay afloat.  

I’ve been thinking and talking about these issues of museums and sustainability and the 

museum diet for the last few years. At a recent Museums Australia conference it was 

suggested that I was arguing for museum euthanasia. This is not correct. But I do think we 

need a museum population plan so that new museum proposals are evaluated in the context 

of existing museums. That’s what families do when they contemplate more children. And 

that’s what communities need to do. Like kids, a museum is a lifetime commitment, and 

indeed it’s beyond one lifetime in the case of museums. A museum is an intergenerational 

commitment that carries costs and obligations not just for the proponent but for future 

generations. So, new museums should not be opened without careful scrutiny. A museum is 

not a community collecting hobby which can be put aside when we move onto the next idea.  
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In response to my papers on the museum diet others have suggested it’s just a kind of 

Darwinian process of evolution and the weak museums will die and those that are effective 

and supported by the community will thrive. The problem with this analogy, or a Darwinian o 

survival of the fittest museum policy, is that many of the museums in trouble are the older 

museums with significant collections. These collections are typically not well documented and 

they are at risk as volunteers age and die and the museum’s life support systems crumble. Of 

most concern is that the stories of the objects, which go to the heart of their meaning for 

communities, are not written down and it’s almost impossible to retrieve these stories once 

those who collected the objects have passed on.  

So what are my 10 strategies for sustainable museums and heritage collections?   

1. Museum Diet  

No funding for new museums that doesn’t also involve planning for, or the uplift and 

redevelopment of existing museums and collections.  

It is obvious that we cannot continue opening new museums ad infinitum. If the current 

pattern of museum development continues, we risk betraying the fundamental idea of a 

museum as a permanent institution with collections held in perpetuity for current and future 

generations. We are not honouring our obligations to the previous generation of museum 

builders to care for their collections, if we keep adding to the museum population without 

regard for sustainability and our responsibilities for the museums we already have.  

This does not imply a population ban on new museums or new museum ideas, but new 

museum proposals should involve integrated planning for all the museums in the community.  

2. Sustainable Collections  

It used to be the case that collections and museums could be understood as one and the same 

thing. Curators ran museums and their job was looking after collections. But museums are 

now complex multifaceted operations. There are many different jobs in museums and 

curators and collections are now just one of many competing interests. In today’s museums, 

large and small, it is easy for the inanimate collections to slip off the list of priorities and to 

get less and less funding and attention.  
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Too many museums large and small are simply warehousing collections, storing the stuff 

while people rush around pursuing the next big thing, be it building development, community 

gardens or social media. This is true for state museums, and it is also the case for community 

museums. Too many small museums look like antique shops without the prices. In just about 

every community museum I’ve worked in the collections sit there while volunteer time is 

taken up with the complex job of keeping the doors open, doing the roster, fundraising, 

building maintenance, and going to workshops and volunteer training.  

This is no criticism of the dedicated volunteers who keep community museums afloat. What 

they’ve achieved through decades of selfless work in their communities is the creation of 

what are now significant community assets.  

But we need to put collections back at the centre of our museum thinking. And we need to 

have a conversation about sustainable collections and what they might look like in every level 

of the museum industry.  

The key sustainability challenge for museums is not about green buildings and air 

conditioning; it’s confronting the paradox of museum collections in a state of perpetual 

growth and development, and already pushing the limits of museum building and storage 

areas. So how can we have sustainable collections, which are true to the promise of 

collections held in perpetuity for future generations, but which do not diminish the 

opportunities of the next generation to develop collections which are meaningful for them? 

We already know that young people coming to our museums have little idea of the meanings 

and uses of so many items of redundant technology. It’s doubtful that they will want to look 

after our museums if they find nothing in the museum of their life and memories.  

Among other things, sustainable collections mean that our collecting legacy to the future 

should not be so large that it prevents the next generation from developing collections about 

their time, place and culture. This brings me to my third strategy.  

3. Deaccessioning  

When I watch the Hoarders program and see the anguish of the hoarder’s kids I know part of 

their worry is that they are going to have to clean up the stuff. If the hoarder doesn’t deal 

with their stuff their kids are likely to be completely ruthless and get rid of everything. That is 

one of the risks if we don’t get our collections in order.ly ruthless and get rid of it all.  
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All houses need de-cluttering from time to time and museums are no different. 

Deaccessioning is best done methodically and regularly not in a single blitz. Make it a regular 

part of the museum’s housekeeping. There are some simple ways to deal with deaccessioning:  

have an approved policy and procedures, build it into collection work programs, make an 

annual commitment to deaccessioning, research items proposed for deaccessioning, 

communicate with members, ensure the process is transparent, report on deaccessioning in 

annual reports, keep good records.       

4. Sustainable Collections Plans for every region  

This is something we’re working towards with museums in central NSW. The Sustainable 

Collections Program is funded by Orange, Blayney and Cabonne Councils and Arts NSW. It is 

now in its fifth year and is working with 15 museums, historical societies and community 

collections. The project was conceived in part to address a sometimes laissez faire attitude to 

the opening new museums. Its focus is on the documentation and assessment of collections, 

and the presentation of distinctive stories in museums whose collections were not widely 

appreciated in their communities.  

At the start of the project the councils had a low level of awareness of the museums and their 

particular needs. We argued that by harnessing new resources and improving planning, the 

museums could better support local economic development, education initiatives and 

creative enterprises. A case for funding was built around the collections as important 

community assets that need maintenance and investment to sustain their value and 

significance; that the collections were not well documented or sustainable; and that there 

was a lack of planning and coordination to tell distinctive stories and link with regional tourism 

strategies. We spoke the language of local government and tried to align the project with 

relevant council plans and priorities.     

The focus of the project is on the documentation and assessment of collections and on 

working with the museums to identify distinctive objects and stories, and collections. 

Following on from this work are new interpretations, exhibitions and education initiatives.  

What might a sustainable collection plan look like? A sustainable collections plan is like a 

strategic plan for a region’s museums with key goals around sustainable collections, 

interpretation, education and community engagement, and museum development. It links to 
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local government and identifies priority projects built into forward planning. Museum 

development projects are strategically coordinated, focussing on significant objects, 

documenting collections, working side by side with museum volunteers, and improving the 

co-ordination and development of collections and stories.  

5. Strengthen and Develop Regional Networks 

Museums linked into regional networks  

Networks should be funded and resourced  

Brisbane’s Living Heritage Network a national model  

So we need a strong network of museums in each region supported by a curator or co-

ordinator, and over time a regional museum officer in every region. The museum networks 

are supported by trained paid curators funded to undertake or broker collaborative projects. 

Their work would include documenting and assessing significant objects and collections; 

deaccessioning items of low significance; interpreting distinctive regional stories; developing 

education programs based on collections and local stories linked to curriculum outcomes; 

enhancing access to collections on line, publishing and promoting awareness of collections; 

and fostering community engagement through museums. Working with the museums and 

councils they would also develop sustainable collections plans for each region, identifying 

strategic priorities for museums and collections 

6. A network of strong well-funded regional museums functioning as regional hubs  

• Regional museums managed by councils  

• Working as a museum hub  

• Supporting a regional network of community museums 

• Projects, mentoring, services, training, travelling exhibitions, collection advice 

It is obvious to me that we need a network of regional museums to parallel the regional gallery 

network. Long established historical societies in major regional cities, like the Cairns Historical 

Society, need funding pathways to become regional museums, staffed and funded by 

councils. And councils need meaningful funding incentives to take on responsibility for 

museums in their local government area. A network of regional museums will only be 

achieved by strategically promoting regional museum opportunities to larger councils, with 
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attractive funding incentives. An integral part of the regional museum is a regional museum 

officer working in partnership with community museums in the region.  

It’s not a one size fits all prescription. It may be a well-established historical society having an 

agreement with council, as happened at Wagga, or it could be like the Tweed River Regional 

Museum where three small historical societies combined to broker an agreement with council 

to become a regional museum.  

Admire what the MDO (Museum Development Officers) network does but it’s failing to drive 

significant investment by councils and an uplift of long established museums in often poor 

quality buildings which are not fit for purpose.  

7. Investment in Paid Trained Staff  

3,000 community museums and collections can’t be sustained by a diet of ad hoc volunteer 

training.  

The challenges facing volunteer managed museums are well known: current volunteers are 

aging and dying, replacement volunteers are hard to come by, the sector is expecting 

volunteers to work as if they are paid staff with sometimes onerous obligations and standards 

programs, people are working longer and looking after elderly parents, as museums grow the 

challenges of managing the operation imposes unrealistic burdens on committee members 

and key volunteers, many of them are working 30 or 40 hours a week.  

As I’ve said elsewhere, we don’t hear librarians calling for volunteer training or standards 

programs. They want well-equipped modern libraries run by trained librarians, and a network 

of professionally supported small libraries in every community linked to a major regional 

library. Regional galleries don’t settle for volunteer training and yet more workshops, they 

want paid trained art curators working in purpose built modern galleries. Why should 

museums settle for anything less?  

It was infuriating that the recent Museums Australia summit when it came to the regional and 

community sector could only think of the same old policy prescriptions of museum training 

and accreditation.  

Why is it that our peak museum body can’t face up to the elephant in the room and recognise 

that museums need paid trained staff, if not in every museum then at least in every region? 
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And here I don’t mean one MDO covering an area twice the size of the UK with dozens of 

museums but a critical mass of trained staff with career pathways and reasonable pay.   

In the last two decades almost every major volunteer community enterprise has gone through 

a process of professionalization to help them better deliver their services. This is not to 

replace or diminish the role of volunteers but to better support their work, here I’m thinking 

Surf Lifesaving, Meals on Wheels, LandCare are all supported by paid trained people. And, in 

the case of Meals on Wheels and Surf Lifesaving, both have had massive programs of 

infrastructure investment.  

8. A Viable Museum Economy  

• Recognition of the asset value of collections 

• Funding for business plans 

• Sharing ‘best ideas’ for income generation 

• Fees for services like loans 

• 10% of every grant retained for museum operations 

• Research into the financial basis of community museums 

As Bill Clinton famously said - it’s the economy stupid  

But what sort of economy do we have in community museums? You might think this is a funny 

question but we need to talk about money, where it comes from, how we use it and how we 

can get more of it if we’re serious about the future of our museums. We know that many of 

the traditional ways that museums earn money are now failing; as visitor numbers fall so does 

income from admissions, and visitors are buying fewer books.   

So we need to be forward thinking about the economy of museums. Some museums are like 

old age pensioners surrounded by valuable antiques, hoarding cash in the bank, but with the 

house falling to rack and ruin around them, lacking the funds and resources to renew the 

displays, getting fewer visitors apart from the palliative care workers of the museum service 

industry, so the poor museum is ignored by the neighbours and the community. These 

museums are at risk of dying alone and might not be found for weeks.  In fact, if we’re honest, 

there are already many largely closed and shuttered museums, not able to open for the two 

hours a week they promise on the door.  
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So what might a sustainable museum economy look like?   

There should be funding support for museums and collections centred on collections, based 

on significance, and programs to help museums develop, interpret and share their collections 

with funding opportunities to enable them to engage the best skills of the cultural sector – 

art, theatre, film, design etc.  

We should not expect community museums to do everything for free 

Why shouldn’t community museums be able to keep 10% of every grant to go into their 

working budget? Bigger organisations are routinely able to take a management fee from any 

grant.  

We should be valuing collections so we can make a stronger case about their asset value, and 

the need for investment in maintenance and conservation.  

Every museum should have a business plan and a forward budget, rather than just reactive 

when bills come in. This fosters a spirit of meanness about investing in the museum and 

collections. We need to discover the best ideas that museums are using to stay afloat and 

generate income and share these with other museums.   

9. Advocacy 

Let’s talk about the museum class system in Australia. This sees people living in regional and 

rural communities having what are often second or third rate museums – or worse, because 

after paying taxes to fund state and national museums, they then have to either pay again for 

museums through their local government rates, or, more likely, set up and operate museums 

through their own fundraising and voluntary efforts.  

How is it that 95% of all museum funding goes to the handful of state and national museums 

in our capital cities, while the vast majority of museums and heritage collections are left in 

the hands of elderly volunteers working in often decrepit heritage buildings.  

How is it that the oldest and most numerous cultural organisations in Australia, with the most 

volunteers, found in every community of Australia, holding irreplaceable heritage collections 

of huge significance to their communities, working in the most decrepit buildings, how is it 

that they are completely absent from arts and cultural policy discussions?  
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This happens because of a failure of advocacy, because museums don’t speak with a single 

voice to governments, and because the organisations that purport to represent the museum 

sector are inherently conflicted in the policies they recommend to government.  

Regional museum networks need a new representative body. Your interests are not the same 

as MA (Museums Australia) or CAMD (Council of Australian Museum Directors), or even 

MGNSW (Museums Galleries New South Wales) or M&G Qld (Museums and Galleries 

Queensland), but these are organisations that purport to speak for all museums. And what 

are they saying? That all community museums need is more training, standards, accreditation, 

tiny grants and building patch ups.  

We can’t sustain museums on a diet of outreach and trickle-down economics.  

This is surely our biggest failing as an industry. We need to put collections and their stories at 

the heart of our advocacy for museums and collections  

Community museums can and should be powerful advocates if only they could harness their 

power: 3,000 museums, each museum with an average of 20 volunteers and 50 members, 

unique stories and collections, more volunteer hours worked in museums than in any other 

aspect of community museums 

Say no to accreditation without significant investment in people and infrastructure.  

10. A Coherent Policy for Museums and Collections   

This has been a dream for the museum sector since the 1975 Piggott Report first proposed an 

Australian Museums Commission to co-ordinate policy and programs. It was the committee’s 

number one recommendation.  

Does policy matter? Yes because it can and should drive programs and spending priorities. 

Without an explicit policy framework governments may make poor choices about funding 

allocations on the basis of special pleading, marginal seat status, or sentiment. Was it really a 

federal government priority to spend $5.5 on the Museum of Australia Democracy in Ballarat 

when the government already has its own Museum of Australian democracy in Old Parliament 

House in Canberra? Was funding a $5m Slim Dusty Museum in Kempsey really the Howard 

Government’s number one priority for museum funding in regional Australia? Drive down the 

Pacific Highway near Kempsey and you can see the impressive shell of the Slim Dusty 
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Museum. You just can’t visit it because they’ve run out of money to put in the drive way, 

parking or power and water.  

 

Objectives  

 A vibrant cultural life in rural and regional communities, creating more liveable 

communities with a sense of place and distinctive identity discovered and interpreted 

in local collections and heritage places 

 Conserving significant heritage collections held in communities across Australia in 

museum buildings that are fit for purpose 

 Sharing stories about people and places to reach new audiences and develop regional 

and rural economies, tourism and education opportunities 

 Engaging audiences and promoting access to collections through all forms of 

contemporary cultural practice 

 Digital access to collections and distinctive regional stories  

 Museums working in regional networks on collaborative projects to share and develop 

sustainable collections and museums   

 Access, equity and opportunity for rural and regional communities and their 

museums, ie no triple taxation for cultural facilities, each community has reasonable 

access to funding for their significant stories, places and collections from both the 

state and federal governments.  

 Employment of paid trained museum curators by local government with adequate 

funding incentives from the state government  

 Strategic planning as one of the key tools to involve local government in supporting 

their museums 

Notes 

1.  Winkworth, K., ‘Museums, Collections and Sustainability: Contending Concepts’. 

2.  These figures are derived by dividing the population figures by the estimated number 

of museums. For the UK museum numbers see 

http://www.museumsassociation.org/about/frequently-asked-questions. For the US 

museum numbers see http://www.aam-us.org/aboutmuseums/abc.cfm#how_many. 

For a comment on the number of Australian collecting organisations see 
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http://www.collectionscouncil.com.au/Portals/0/The%20Australian%20collections%20s

ector.pdf 

There is no accurate census of museum numbers in Australia. I estimate the number at 

a conservative 3,000. Local and regional surveys show higher numbers of museums than 

statistics compiled by state agencies. For example, the NSW the town of Hay has one 

museum for every 527 people  

3. The new Library and Museum in Albury is a notable exception, rehousing the collection 

from the Albury Regional Museum formerly housed in the 1860s Turks Head Hotel 

4. The Museum, Libraries and Archives Council (MLA) in the UK and the Institute of 

Museum and Library Services in the US 

5. The collections advisory bodies initiated and abolished include the Heritage Collections 

Working Group 1990-93; the Heritage Collections Committee 1994-96; the Heritage 

Collections Council 1997-2001; and the Collections Council of Australia 2004-2009 
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