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I am sure all of us have become more and more reliant on the volunteers who kindly give their time to our museums. 
Some of you may be totally reliant on volunteers to exist. I do not know of any museums that are so well supported 
financially that there is no need for volunteers, so I’d like to express my gratitude for their generosity.  
 
I work for Southampton Arts and Heritage as the Collections Support Officer. We have two museums; SeaCity and 
Tudor House and the City Art Gallery as well as a large collection of approximately 120,000 items in store. In terms of 
collections care I work with the museum collections covering archaeology, social and maritime history but have a role 
across all the documentation systems including archives as I run the Modes Complete database. 
 
I trained in archaeological conservation and worked as an object conservator for 14 years for Oxfordshire Museum 
Service before moving into documentation. I felt I wanted a new challenge and as a conservator working on exhibitions 
and redisplays not only had I handled a great many objects, I had realised we also contributed a great deal to the object 
records – photographs, measurements, up to date descriptions and locations as well as handling and packing 
information, condition assessments and treatment reports. The opportunity to move into documentation arose and so I 
moved sideways. 
 
I joined Southampton in 2010 as the Lead Collections Care Officer, but in 2013, after a severe budget cut, the 
collections team shrank dramatically, losing 75% of its conservation and documentation staff and 50% of its curatorial 
staff. This meant we simply could not continue to support long term volunteers as we had been able to do previously 
and for quite a while we did not take any volunteers on at all. Even with a Volunteer Co-Ordinator in place we have 
remained hesitant about taking anyone on as all the collections staff are part time and frequently off site.  
 
Having worked in both conservation and documentation and living with the reality of very low staffing levels, I think it is 
essential that any work you chose to carry out contributes to the bigger picture. Decent images and a condition 
assessment with some handling guidelines can really help in deciding if something needs to be unpacked and handled 
or not.  
 
I believe that objects should be accessible. This doesn’t mean I think everything in a collection can or should be handled 
but within collections care there can be a great deal done to facilitate physical access and equally, the capturing and 
recording of information in a standard and where possible non-technical way can help with making timely and effective 
decisions, such as, is something suitable for display? For me, this means standardising systems wherever possible and 
includes both the terminology and structure of data and ways of packing. Where possible collections care information on 
the object records is added en masse, for example ideal relative humidities for archaeological metalwork, or light levels 
for silk, or standard packing approaches where sentences are repeated through many records. Thus if someone has to 



look up information about an object, if they have seen and understood the information previously, they are likely to 
understand and feel confident around the terms when they see them again. This is as true for curatorial and collections 
staff as it is for volunteers so there should be benefit all round. 
 
When projects involve packing objects, it may be possible to separate the preparation of packing from the project itself. 
This can be useful because it takes time to prepare and may require a different set of skills to handling objects and 
recording information.   
 
After working with learning and outreach officers, I decided that generally, information should be written for around Key 
Stage 2, so older primary school children. This doesn’t mean dumbing down, it is quite a difficult skill to write well and 
long complex sentences don’t lead to better communication. However where there are correct technical terms that 
should be used, then this is entirely appropriate. (Science Museum Wrougton, keeping collections running, thorough 
maintenance schedules, videos to communicate information). Volunteers can be great at telling you if something makes 
sense or not. 
 
Collections care is as much about what you don’t do as what you do chose to undertake and in a world of limited 
resources and time I think we all want to make the best decisions for our collections. 
 
The projects presented show how we are most likely to engage with volunteers, whether it is in collections care or any 
collections related project. They tend to be short focussed projects, tied into our Collection Care and Conservation plan. 
If I was recruiting through our Volunteer Co-Ordinator I would put a project description and person spec together but my 
focus today is on a selection of projects that use standard approaches. 
 



  
 
 
Millbrook Hoard 
 
The hoard consists of over 4400 Roman (late third century) largely copper alloy coins found in Millbrook, Southampton 
in 2008.  
A large selection of these were to go on display in SeaCity museum in 2012 – circa 1000 coins spilling out of replica of 
the jar they were found in as part of the permanent displays exploring roman Southampton. The initial selection of coins 
was undertaken by myself, looking for coins that appeared to be the most stable. The majority are in good condition and 
so this was a relatively straightforward task.  
 
Having decided to allow an average of an hour a coin, we realised the work to record and conserve the coins would take 
around 30 days and that to complete the work in a tight timescale would require significant volunteer input. The time, 
space and materials needed to conserve 1000 coins to display standard was simple not available. None of the coins 
have been lacquered as they are presented as archaeological rather than museum objects. The overlying dirt and 
corrosion products were removed mechanically (stiff hair brush, scalpel, pin) and given that so many coins were to be 
put on display and would not be individually numbered it was essential we captured sufficient information to help us 
identify each coin. The approach was to draw the coins, record their weights and diameters. It was easy to identify some 
people to approach – Southampton has had some long serving and knowledgeable volunteers supporting archaeology 
but this was not enough so we were able to engage with students from Southampton and Friends of Southampton 
Museums and Art Gallery  (FoSMAG) to recruit six people to work over several weeks on this specific project. Contacts, 
rather than having a Volunteer Co-Ordinator (as the post did not exist at the time) allowed us to pitch and successfully 
recruit to this very short-term project. The volunteers we already knew have remained, but the majority only took part in 
this project and have not continued to volunteer with us long term. 
 
Some risk assessments for the project were carried out before the work began – in the end only staff were allowed to 
use chemicals in any volume and to be able to mechanically clean the coins there had to be evidence of dexterity, 
helped if the volunteer had previous finds handling experience. No one declined to take part having had the risks of 
copper corrosion and industrial methylated spirits (COSHH) and the limited nature and requirements of the project 
explained to them. We were lucky, the opportunity to assess the competence of the volunteers beforehand did not 
present itself, but there were no issues. Clearly we could have had someone who lacked dexterity or struggled with 
numbers and both of these would have made the project much more difficult. 
 
The assessment of the coins condition was made much easier by using a system the conservators at Historic England 
(English Heritage) have developed and employed for a number of years, it allowed relatively inexperienced people to 
work to a fairly standard level creating some long term objectivity in the condition assessments and gave the assessors 



sufficient confidence to get on with the task with minimum support. Where people identified tasks they particularly did or 
did not want to do, there was sufficient flexibility to accommodate this. 
 
All the information was captured on prepared forms and as most of it is numerical, the problem of reading what 
someone has written has been minimised. Only pencils were used in areas where coins were being handled. The most 
complex and time-consuming area was the photography of the coins. Coins were photographed in groups of ten, using 
the display number assigned to the group, with single images taken of coins when one of the team identified it as having 
a particularly good legend or clear bust but mainly when there was a really well defined animal and we liked them. 
These were photographed separately with their small find / item number from the excavation. The two numbering 
systems proved the most difficult part of the project to grasp. 
 
The processing of the information collected was outside the scope of the project but has been undertaken by volunteers 
from the original team. Renumbering several hundred images and attaching them to the object records in the collection 
database has been an ongoing process. The data on the forms was transferred to a spreadsheet and the outlines of the 
coins have been scanned to create a pdf that can be attached to object records. I then converted / mapped the 
spreadsheet data to fields on the database and entered a standard conservation treatment description. It was important 
to recognise what we had to do to achieve the outcome we needed, rather than worry about completing the recording of 
the process and creating object records.  



Ceramics audit 
 
During 2012 and 2013, Southampton Arts and Heritage were part of a countywide HLF funded project, Skills for the 
Future, providing internships for people wishing to enter the heritage field without the usual qualifications. Our intern had 
studied history and archaeology and realised she wanted to enter the museum profession but was not in a position to 
undertake an MA in museum studies. She had already shown determination through volunteering with us, and so was 
familiar with what that volunteering experience can be like. As part of her building skills, she took on a volunteer project 
of her own. We had already undertaken a number of collection audits, and having looked at toys, domestic crafts and 
small personal items she had built a reasonable level of handling, packing and condition assessment knowledge. When 
I was approached by a history undergraduate who was interested in working in museums, we were happy to offer her 
the chance to spend a summer with us. As the undergraduate was only a little younger than our intern and wanting to 
pursue the same career, it was a great opportunity to find a volunteer project that could be lead by the intern so that she 
could share her knowledge and build her confidence. The area chosen was domestic ceramics. While these are 
breakable, they are quite a predictable material and although they do require quite specific and careful packing, both 
had demonstrated sufficient handling skills and common sense for this not to be problem. I knew they would ask for help 
when they were unsure. Being able to stop, assess and then ask for help is one of the most important qualities 
someone needs to have when it comes handling and packing objects. 
 
Any information gathered was entered onto a spreadsheet. The structure of this would allow me to convert the data into 
records to be merged with our collection records. It was important for them both to understand the bigger picture so that 
the data did not require a lot of cleaning. The main way we are able to do this is using termlists. The condition 
assessment termlist was developed by Hampshire Museum Service, now Hampshire Cultural Trust, by Martin Norgate 
with considerable input from the conservation team. The list was shared with other organisations, who tailor the list to 
their collections and so the list continues to be shared and adapted from organisation to organisation. My rules are 
simple – put the most important/greatest feature first – this may be that the object is fragile or the body is badly stained 
and keep the list useful rather than exhaustive – half a dozen words are probably plenty for single material objects. The 
idea is to communicate the condition of the object to people working in collections, not to conservators, and so needs to 
be accessible. If something has a more complex issue that needs to be recorded, I do allow one or two sentences, but 
not essays. I have seen conservators write a great deal about conservation on object records but not check if we have 
the measurement or carry out a six word condition check – this is not good collections care as it has not really helped 
the next person to come into contact with that object.  
 
The packing system for ceramics usually involves a lot of acid free tissue ‘puffs’, but I also use foam, often referred to as 
Jiffy foam and am particularly fond of making it difficult to lift things by their handle by wrapping them with foam and so 
hopefully nudging the next handler to use both hands when lifting items. 
 



From ceramics, they progressed to the unwrapping, condition assessing and recording of a group of swords. The 
swords were well wrapped in Bubble Wrap and quite inaccessible. The goals were to make sure basic information like 
dimensions were recorded, packing them in a way the swords could be seen and not piled on top of each other and to 
have images and some condition information about each reducing the need for more handling. 
 
Archaeology Hit Squad 
 
With a part time curator and off off site storage the approach to some tasks is more like the current trend of guerrilla 
gardening, though not a night, with volunteers being rallied for a quick hit. When the ‘bulk’ archaeology store had to be 
moved, it also meant moving many of our pots. Southampton has particular fine collection with many imported wares 
including a number of Saintonge jugs as shown here. The Hit Squad is called in to undertake a single task for a day, 
such as preparing boxes before the move. This does require some organisation beforehand and does involve 
volunteers who are well known to us but it is the typical rather than the exceptional way that some tasks have to be 
approached. The curator tends to lead directly with three or four experienced volunteers. 
 
Auditing and exhibition preparation 
 
Auditing museum displays usually involves two people, one member of staff and a volunteer as we do not allow keys 
and objects to be accessed by non-SCC personnel but find working in pairs more efficient. The part time nature of our 
work means that I have tended to audit one day a week rather than on several consecutive days but there has been a 
degree of flexibility as the volunteer’s commitments and the impact of school visits on the access to cases has to be 
taken into account. Generally, the care involved is dusting objects and cleaning glass – straight forward tasks – but we 
are also looking for changes in an object’s condition, failing mounting systems, how the environment is being managed 
and capturing environmental data. One task that I had hoped to pass on to a volunteer on a longer term basis (ie once a 
month) was the downloading and analysis of Tiny Tag data but the volunteer with some conservation training went and 
got herself a proper job. She had looked at most of the SeaCity data for 2014 before she left so I had some pretty up to 
date information on rh and temperature trends and she had probably learnt environmental monitoring is not exciting.  
 
An area I am sure many of us are familiar with is supporting volunteers who wish to have a career in museums. Having 
found the experience of summer placements very beneficial when I was training, I will try to accommodate students 
thinking about museum careers and am keen to have them spend a summer with us, knowing the commitment is not 
long term. They tend to come through the Volunteer Co-Ordinator. If it is a formal placement I will look at what they and 
their educational establishment require, and if it is informal I will meet with them to get a feel of their expectations and to 
see if they will fit into the work programme. There are no added extras or fun things to do anymore so if they cannot help 
with what I need to get done, it isn’t going to work. This has meant that when there is an exhibition they get to work 
across a variety of tasks including simple conservation such as polishing brass or basic cleaning with cotton wool swabs 
and water but is more likely to be a condition assessment, photography and measuring experience. 



 
Postcards  
 
Friends of Southampton Museums and Gallery have generously supported Southampton Arts and Heritage for many 
years. For me, this has been asking them for grants to buy packaging material, a macro lens for the camera and the 
Modes database system. Having taken them on a tour of the store last year as a thank you for all their support, and 
knowing that a number of them had been long term volunteers who had felt the decision to not to have regular 
volunteers as a result of the changes in 2013 has been perhaps heavy handed, we decided to invite them to take part in 
a project that would make use of the materials they had recently purchased for us. This was a simple project, to run 
once a month, moving a large postcard collection from a series of shoeboxes to archival boxes. It was slightly outside 
the scope of the formal plan but we felt that the need to engage with FoSMAG was more important. The invitation to 
take part was only open to members of FoSMAG and in this case, while I had a couple of people in mind with regard to 
IT skills, I knew that many of them would not relish a lot of typing. The project had a short brief and from the beginning it 
was clear this would be a short engagement. It has involved six people, numbering and recording postcards for ten four 
hour sessions. Usually I would sit with them for the entire time, recording postcards on a spreadsheet and keeping on 
overview of reasonable handling practice – no food or drink on the table, only handling postcard with clean hands. This 
project has more in common with the archaeology in that the main participants are retirees rather then those seeking 
careers and that there is more emotional and social investment in these events than there is for a student. I wouldn’t ask 
someone in their eighties to undertake the same sort of work as someone in their twenties, nor would I look for the same 
skills set and it is important for us to recognise that we are targeting different audiences. 
 
 
In conclusion, our approach is to work with volunteers on single defined projects as part of the Collections Care and 
Conservation plan that are short term with a limited number of tasks. The tasks may be broken down into areas of skill 
rather than working through each step in a linear way depending on the skills and interests of volunteers and the time 
available from the collections team. Where work can be carried out in a standardised way, it is, but the number and 
goals of the volunteers can affect this; working one to one can allow for more complex work to be undertaken, but larger 
groups of volunteers makes this less likely. While collections care of objects on display can require simple cleaning 
techniques, it usually involves a good understanding of the nature and stability of the collection and communicating this 
information effectively, minimising the amount of handling required, and creation packing systems that make it easier to 
get an object out if that is what is needed. 


