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Some of our object handling and packing top tips 

 

#1 as the scouts say…be prepared 

Much of this is common sense but is still really worth mentioning. 

Being prepared makes any task safer for both the object and yourself. 

 

Prepare yourself: 

o Remove jewellery, watches etc. These can catch or snag, causing 

damage 

o Wash your hands, even if wearing gloves 

o Wear gloves. There is a lot of debate over the use of gloves; to 

wear or not to wear, as well as which type. In nearly all situations 

I would choose to wear nitrile gloves. Some good principles to 

follow are:  

o Choose gloves that fit well; too tight can be just as bad as 

too big 

o Always use powder-free gloves around objects 

o Remember, gloves are also there to protect you 

 

Prepare your work area: 
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o Padding tables, for example with plastazote, creates a safe surface 

to place your objects on. Alternatively have a tray or box ready, 

prepared with packaging materials, to place the object directly into 

o Don’t place objects at the edge of the table and ensure they are 

always visible to others 

#2 understand the risks 

Museum objects are most at risk when they are being handled or 

moved from A to B. This may be one-off accidental damage; a 

dropped ceramic. Or accumulated damage through repeated 

inappropriate handling; a trunk being lifted and moved using its 

handles, or corrosion on a metallic object due to repeated handling 

without gloves. 

By handling objects correctly we can reduce the risk of damage 

occurring, but we can never eliminate the possibility. This makes it 

important to also be prepared for the worst; what to do when 

something goes wrong. For example, in the case of a dropped ceramic: 

o Don’t panic! It’s a cliché for a reason 

o Have a camera available; take photos before picking up any 

pieces 
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o Keep a stock of bags to collect any pieces and label clearly 

o If you don’t have the expertise, for example a conservator, don’t 

try to fix the object yourself. This could cause further damage. 

 Don’t panic! It’s worth saying twice… 

#3 assess the task 

It can really help to ask yourself some simple questions to assess the 

methods and equipment most appropriate: 

o Do you really need to move it? If the answer is no, don’t!  

o Where is the object going and how far is it? This could be the 

other end of the room, another site, city or country. 

o Do you know your route? Remember, the shortest route may not 

be the safest. 

o Are there any obstacles? Clear the way before you start. 

o Is there a safe space for the object at your destination? 

o Can you use a lift? Try to avoid using the stairs where possible. 

o How many people do you need? You may need two people to 

handle the object but don’t forget the doors; you might need 

somebody to help you with these too. 
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#4 assess the object 

Now that you’ve worked out where you are going and how to get 

there, it’s time to assess the object. 

 

Here are some more questions to ask yourself: 

o What is the object made of? 

o How is the object made? Look at the construction of the object, 

for areas of strength and weakness. 

o Is there any existing damage? This might not be immediately 

obvious, for example woodworm damage in furniture or fine 

cracks in glass, but can make an object more vulnerable. 

o Are there any areas of repair? As above, this might not be 

obvious. Consulting any relevant documentation can be really 

useful at this stage. 

 

#5 one object, two hands 

Without getting into specific materials, here are some good basic 

object handling principles: 

o Even if the objects are very small, avoid the temptation to carry 

more than one at a time. This might also include parts, for 

example a tea pot and lid. 
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o Use two hands, cradling and supporting the object at its 

strongest point. 

o Where possible limit manual handling as well as object handling 

by using equipment such as trolleys or lifting aids. Make sure this 

equipment is available, in good condition and you know how to 

use it. 

o Place objects down gently. This is often where damage occurs on 

heavier objects as it can be difficult to control.  

o Avoid passing objects to other people. Where possible place the 

object down safely for the other person to pick up themselves. 

o If you feel uncomfortable at any point, for example during a lift, 

place the object down safely and start again. You don’t want to 

risk injuring yourself or damaging the object. 

o Communication is really important when lifting and moving 

objects with other people; discuss what you are going to do in 

advance. You don’t want to be having the conversation whilst 

holding that heavy piece of furniture! 

 

#6 packing materials 

It’s helpful to have a stock of materials that can be used for various 

different things, rather than lots of different very specialised and 
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expensive ones. Choose chemically inert and stable materials; those 

that won’t have chemical reactions with your objects or the other 

packing materials around them. Some good packing materials to have 

around include: 

o Acid free tissue 

o Plastazote; you can get different densities and thicknesses 

o Corex; a kind of corrugated plastic that can be cut and bent to 

make boxes. 

o Cotton tape 

o Polythene trays (bread trays); very versatile and stackable 

o Acid free, un-buffered textile boxes 

o Tyvek; breathable but dust proof. Comes in big rolls and also 

small labels, which can be used with waterlogged specimens. Try 

tearing it; it’s almost impossible! 

o Crystal boxes 

o Finds bags 

o Stainless steel pins 

 

Depending on the collection, you may only need to stock a handful of 

the above; it’s important to know what you need. 
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Ask yourself if this packing will be long or short term and be aware 

that this can change. What you think might be one week may turn into 

a couple of months. Cardboard boxes and bubble wrap are fine to use 

if short term and provided you use a barrier layer of acid free tissue. If 

wrapping an object in bubble, use a barrier of tissue and keep the 

bubbles facing outwards or fold a sheet over so bubbles are facing 

each other. 

 

Some materials not to use. This list is not exhaustive but examples 

from my experience: 

o Newspaper; this is very acidic 

o Bubble wrap and cardboard boxes without a tissue barrier or for 

a long period of time 

o Blue tack 

o Jeweller’s cotton; affectionately known as ‘mouse housing’ 

o Plastic bags 

o Double sided tape and sellotape 

o Cotton wool; catches on objects 

o Starch chips; very tasty for some museum pests 

o Polystyrene 
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o Acid free tissue that has become yellow and brittle; it isn't acid 

free forever  

o Personally I wouldn’t wear dimpled cotton gloves as they can 

leave marks on objects 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Materials to use 
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Materials not to use 

#7 tissue padding 

Tissue padding is a quick and simple way to support objects, and 

includes tissue puffs and rolls. 

o Tissue puffs, also known as snow balls, pillows or cushions, can 

be made using one sheet of tissue or several if you require 

something a bit bigger.  

o Scrunched up tissue doesn’t count! 

o Keep the smooth side in contact with the object 

o Don’t use for very small objects; they will be less visible, might 

not be held in place securely and can get lost in the folds. 
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o Always check before disposal or re-use, in case anything has 

become lodged in the folds. 

o Tissue padding can be re-used; make sure the tissue has not 

become yellow or brittle and that the puff has not become 

squashed. You could also flatten out the tissue and re-make.  

o Tissue rolls are useful for costume and textile collections. Use 

them in fabric folds to avoid creating creases. 

 

 

When you are ready to dispose of acid free tissue, it is recyclable as 

paper. 
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#8 taking care of yourself 

This is important in both everyday life and in the workplace. Being 

aware of safe manual handling techniques helps avoid injuries to 

yourself and others. 

o Equipment can help limit handling; make sure you know how to 

use this safely.  

o Safety boots (steel toes) are essential if working with heavy 

objects and are less expensive than you might think. 

o As with any PPE or equipment, it is essential to understand its 

use and maintenance.  

o Gloves are there to protect both the object and object handler 

o If you don’t feel comfortable with something, don’t do it. 

 

#9 never stop learning 

Being confident is great but try not to become complacent as this is 

when accidents can happen. Remember, we can always continue to 

pick up new ideas, tips and methods. Don’t be afraid to ask questions 

- talk to each other. And finally…don’t forget what a privileged 

position you are in and enjoy working with your collections! 


