Policy Frameworks for Museums
Why have special policies for museums?

Policies are set to provide long-term frameworks and guidelines for decision making and to help to ensure that, consistent with the International Council of Museums (ICOM) definition, museums remain permanent institutions in the service of society.  Above all else they are established to foster the longevity of collections that are exposed to sufficient challenges due to the forces of decay without being further compromised by human whim.
What sorts of policies are essential?

Each museum needs to develop its own policies - there are no universal templates that can be applied to all museums.  All policies need to be developed to be consistent with the museum’s mission and organisational environment.
In the case of museums that are operating units within a parent organisation the policies adopted also need to be consistent with the mission, vision and objectives of the parent body.

There are three broad groups of policies that the Museum Assistance Program recommends should be included in any museum policy framework:

· collection policy

· conservation policy
· interpretation policy

Museum policies need to be tailored for specific institutions and should not just be copied from those of another organisation.

Collection Policy

A Collection Policy sets out what the museum will collect and is the guideline used by the museum committee to determine the acquisition of objects whether by donation, bequest, purchase, exchange or transfer. 
The Collection Policy identifies the types of objects to be collected and establishes the timeframe and geographical boundaries the collection will cover. 

The policy establishes collection priorities; defines acquisition, disposal (deaccession) and loan procedures including documentation.

Issues of significance, provenance, ethics, Indigenous material, condition, duplication, storage and public access to the stored collection are addressed in the policy.
Museums cannot afford to collect indiscriminately - the financial cost of caring for everything at an appropriate level is prohibitive.  

Conservation Policy

The Conservation Policy documents the philosophies, principles and guidelines to be applied in the care and conservation of a collection. It describes how objects are to be managed to protect them, in perpetuity, from damage through degradation and human whim. 

It addresses preventive conservation issues including handling, storage ('box within a box’), environmental controls (dust, pests, light, temperature & humidity, pollutants). It also outlines the museum’s policy concerning interventive conservation. The policy defines the criteria used to determine whether an object is conserved or restored and requirements for objects on display. 

The Conservation Policy is implemented via a Collection Management Plan and a Procedures Manual which defines process and documentation.
Interpretation Policy

The Interpretation Policy identifies the key themes (stories) and sub themes that the museum has identified as the main stories to convey and sets the standards for this communication with the public. The policy document should restate the museum’s mission or statement of purpose, aims and objectives, and include the major themes, use of space and site, design guideline standards, resource management, evaluation and be subject to review every five years.

This policy is usually prepared by a museum consultant during the preparation of an Interpretation Plan and in consultation with the museum committee and key stakeholders. An Interpretation Plan provides the practical guidelines for the implementation of the Interpretation Policy.

The Interpretation Policy is the umbrella under which exhibitions and other ways the stories are communicated (public programs) will be conceived, planned, designed, delivered and operated for the benefit of the museum's visitors and other clients. Large museums may adopt separate exhibition, education and publication policies.
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