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Building Capacity HBCU, a five-
year program of the HBCU Library 
Alliance, has been generously 
provided by the National 
Endowment for the Humanities



Paper conservation 
lab with lots of other 
functions

• Preservation Services specialists complete over 50 survey projects.

• Approximately 60 CCAHA-sponsored workshops, conferences, webinars, and training 
sessions are presented.

• The Digital Imaging Services staff digitizes thousands of pages 
of fragile archival documents, books, and photographs.

• Conservators assess and treat more than 6,000 individual 
artifacts, from over 400 clients.

• Housing & Framing Services house approx. 75% of the artifacts treated (folder, sleeve, 
box, mat and frame, or sealed package).

In a typical year:



Today’s agenda:

Creating physical access to collections

General handling guidelines and examples

Additional considerations
 Fragile materials
 Housings for heavily used materials

Documentation and Training



Access and Use in the SAA Code of Ethics

Archivists actively promote open and equitable access to records in their 
care as much as possible. They strive to minimize restrictions and 

maximize ease of access. They facilitate the continuing accessibility of 
archival materials in all formats. Archivists formulate and disseminate 
access policies that encourage ethical and responsible use. They work 
with creators, donors, organizations, and communities to ensure that 

any restrictions applied are appropriate, well-documented, and 
equitably enforced. When repositories require restrictions to protect 
confidential and proprietary information, such restrictions should be 

applied consistently. Archivists should seek to balance the principles of 
stewardship, access, and respect.

https://www2.archivists.org/statements/saa-core-values-statement-and-code-of-ethics

https://www2.archivists.org/statements/saa-core-values-statement-and-code-of-ethics


Creating Physical Access to Collections



On-site research
 How will researchers request materials?

 What is the registration process?

 How will access policies and handling guidelines be made 
available?

 How will staff provide training to researchers on these policies and 
guidelines?

 How will non-collection items be allowed or limited in relation to 
collections?

 How will materials be transported from storage to research areas?

 How will the space be configured to best suit researcher needs and 
enable safe handling of the specific materials they are viewing?

 How many items will researchers be allowed at one time?

Image: Oskar Diethelm Library



Registration and Research
 Researchers should register.

 Call slips should be completed for all materials 
researchers use; correspondingly, a list of materials 
used by researchers should be kept on file.

 Researchers should check all coats and bags at a 
location separate from the research table when using 
collections.

 Staff members or volunteers should always retrieve 
materials from collections storage, not researchers. 

 The amount of items presented to a researcher at 
any given time should be limited to a particular set 
number.

 Researchers should always be within the sightline of 
a staff member or volunteer. Image: Niagara Falls Public Library



As the collections caretaker….
 Inform researchers about policies and processes, including those about reproduction requests and 

photography of materials for research purposes.

 Instruct researchers in handling guidelines and provide specific instructions for materials requiring 
extra handling measures.

 Situate researchers within the reading room at appropriately-sized tables for the materials they 
are viewing.

 Consider special access needs

 Ensure book cradles and other supports are available.

 Instruct researchers on steps to use playback equipment, microfilm readers, and lightboxes as 
needed.

 Use gentle reminders to correct improper handling.



Access Policies

Can include:

 Who may have access

 What collections/records can be used

 How collections can be accessed

 Acceptable uses for collections

 Any restrictions

Image: New York State Archives



Setting Handling Guidelines



Risk to collections from physical force

 Impact 
 Something falling on or striking 

an object

 Two objects hitting each other

 An object falling

 Shock
 From direct impact to object

 From indirect impact to 
housing, storage, etc.

Vibration
 Oscillating motion from one 

point to another

 Pressure
 Gravity

 Handling

Abrasion
 Improper handling

 Improper storage

 Repetitive motion



Handling guidelines include:
Who may handle collections materials

Necessary training

Use of gloves

 Collection transport

Mounts for transport/use

What materials may be used around collections

When materials will be restricted due to physical condition



When are handling guidelines important?

 Processing and cataloging

 Housing and storage

 Transport and moving

 Exhibition installation

 Research

 Any time collections are accessed or used!



Common guidelines
 Keep materials in original order

 Have a clear workspace to shift materials

 Never take notes on top of archival materials, keep notetaking materials off to side

 Use support boards for moving oversize or fragile materials; use two hands for fragile or brittle materials to 
avoid breakage

 Be aware of condition issues 

 Use book trucks or carts to move boxes

 Avoid rolling, flexing, or bending

 Photograph from an angle, not directly over top of materials

 Do not slide photographs or other materials with sensitive surfaces across each other – lift each

 Require clean hands for most materials, nitrile gloves for viewing photographic materials



https://iolani.libguides.com/c.php?g=315202&p=2106017

https://iolani.libguides.com/c.php?g=315202&p=2106017


https://www.hnoc.org/research/reading-room-guidelines

https://www.hnoc.org/research/reading-room-guidelines


https://libraries.usc.edu/locations/special-collections/books-care-handling-guidelines

https://libraries.usc.edu/locations/special-collections/books-care-handling-guidelines


https://archives.delaware.gov/visit-the-dpa/

https://libraries.psu.edu/policies/ul-sp04

https://archives.delaware.gov/visit-the-dpa/
https://libraries.psu.edu/policies/ul-sp04


https://research.chs.org/research/researching-at-chs/

https://research.chs.org/research/researching-at-chs/


Fragile Materials

https://www.creativesafetysupply.com/

• Do a cursory inspection of all materials before handling

• Use support boards to move weakened materials

• Consider matting or sleeving materials that need extra 
strength

• Avoid lifting materials at weak points

• Team lift – get help with oversize items

• Have a plan for where materials will be set down before 
moving them

• Make access copies or digitize

• Limit extremely fragile materials to handling by staff only

• Set guidelines for who will be allowed to manage playback of 
original materials on available equipment



Housing considerations for heavy use
 Create open mats with interleave or presentation mats 

 Individually sleeve sensitive materials like photographs

 Ensure appropriately sized folders and envelopes are 
used to avoid abrasion

 Use support boards/dividers in slide or glass plate 
boxes to limit movement

 Create access copies or digitize for initial access

 Keep extra support boards and sleeves available

 Find ways to enable quick access through placement in 
storage

Image: Niagara Falls Public Library



Documentation and training

Provide written and verbal 
training for anyone accessing 

collections.

Train new staff on handling 
procedures and provide 

additional training opportunities 
regularly.

Document in writing handling 
procedures as a part of access 

policies.



Additional Resources

 Additional samples available in the Society of American Archivists Museum Archives Section Standards 
& Best Practices Resources Guide, Reference and Access/Use Services Section: 
https://www2.archivists.org/groups/museum-archives-section/6-reference-and-accessuse-services

 Alvis, Alexandra K. “No Love for White Gloves, or: the Cotton Menace”. Smithsonian Libraries and 
Archives Blog, 2019. https://blog.library.si.edu/blog/2019/11/21/no-love-for-white-gloves-or-the-cotton-menace/

 Collections Care, The Library of Congress. (Lists handling guidelines for different types of materials.) 
https://www.loc.gov/preservation/care/index.html

 Handling Documents, The National Archives (UK). https://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/about/visit-us/researching-
here/handling-documents/

 Typical Usage Guidelines, Society of American Archivists.
https://www2.archivists.org/usingarchives/typicalusageguidelines

https://www2.archivists.org/groups/museum-archives-section/6-reference-and-accessuse-services
https://blog.library.si.edu/blog/2019/11/21/no-love-for-white-gloves-or-the-cotton-menace/
https://www.loc.gov/preservation/care/index.html
https://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/about/visit-us/researching-here/handling-documents/
https://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/about/visit-us/researching-here/handling-documents/
https://www2.archivists.org/usingarchives/typicalusageguidelines


Questions?
Amanda Murray

DHPSNY Program Manager

Conservation Center for Art & Historic Artifacts

215-545-0613 ext. 337

Amurray@dhpsny.org

Reminder: 
Q&A Session tomorrow, 
March 8, at 10am EST.
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