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1. Executive summary 
 
A British Library / Research libraries UK (RLUK) collaboration  (May 2009 – March 
2012) has been established to deliver a preservation learning programme based on the 
identified needs of RLUK and UK higher education libraries. A series of four focus 
groups were held in June-July 2009, to explore the extent and range of preservation 
training needs. 
 
The focus groups consisted of representatives of RLUK member libraries. They 
identified a range of themes, concerns and practical suggestions for taking the project 
forward. The focus groups showed that there were not differences in overall 
requirements identified by librarians, archivists and conservators. 
 
This series of focus groups has identified major gaps in staff development provision, 
both at the strategic level (collection prioritization, institutional advocacy, enabling a 
preservation culture) and at the practical level (handling, repair, cleaning, display, 
environmental controls and sourcing conservator expertise). To meet the requirements 
of RLUK members, a preservation learning programme must address both strands. 
The aspect which came out as a clear priority, was building a preservation culture. 
 
There was also a unanimous and strongly felt view from the focus groups that skills 
development was only part of the solution for preservation in RLUK member 
libraries. Participants suggested there was a need for authoritative guidance and 
national coordination, in relation to certain preservation activities; that there was need 
for national advocacy for preservation and scope for institutional benefits from 
consortium projects and shared resources. 
 
The findings from the focus groups will be used to inform the next stage of research 
which involves a wider survey of preservation training needs of UK higher education 
libraries and the collection care community.
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2.  Introduction 
A project has been established by the British Library and Research Libraries UK 
(RLUK) under which a Preservation Training Coordinator post was created, at the 
National Preservation Office (NPO). The role of the post is to develop and coordinate 
a preservation learning programme based on the identified needs of Research 
Libraries UK, and UK higher education libraries, in collaboration with the sponsors 
(BL and RLUK) and the collection care community.  
 
3.  Objectives 
The research method is explained in appendix 1. Focus groups were used to explore: 

- Context / interest in ‘preservation’ 
- Current staff preservation-related development requirements  
- Current sources of preservation-related staff development and gaps  
- How far do people perceive a learning programme as the solution to problems 

in preserving collections 
- Views on changing staff development needs for preservation in response to 

changing environment 
- Preferred delivery methods for specific staff development 
- Which aspects of preservation staff development participants think 

RLUK/NPO should organise 
 
Results are explored by theme (section 4) and by various categories, such as 
preservation problems, (section 5). Participants’ definitions of preservation are given 
in appendix 2 and key priorities in appendix 5. 
 
4.  Results by theme 
4.1  Preservation culture 
All participants at focus groups articulated strongly the need for better institution-
wide understanding of preservation. It was described as being viewed as a luxury by 
many library staff. Some participants called for a ‘culture change’, to embed 
preservation within libraries, and the example was given of embedding preservation in 
the same way that health and safety is now a core consideration in planning:   
 

“Preservation is the responsibility of everyone in the organisation, whether 
they are the book fetcher, or the university archivist or the receptionist.” 

 
“Making all staff aware ... from cleaning staff ... all the way up through 
counter staff, handling staff, curatorial staff” 

  
“It underpins everything” 

 
“just people taking on board basic conservation [sic] knowledge almost in the 
same way that people carry out health and safety,” 
 
“It’s abysmal among professionals [librarians] even knowing the basics” [of 
preservation] 

 
One person suggested developing an online tool, which institutions could use to 
embed preservation as part of a mandatory induction process. 
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One person talked about how important it is to get the right approach: 
 

“I like that analogy that it should really become second nature and integral to 
people. It’s also quite interesting that health and safety is also seen as a 
nuisance as well.  I work for health and safety … and you just get blamed for 
kill-joying... It’s important to promote collection care, but it needs to be done 
correctly so it doesn’t suddenly become seen as just a hindrance to progress, 
because it’s not that at all. It’s the preservation of progress in itself.” 

 
 
4.2  Advocacy 
Many people talked about the need for advocacy for preservation. 
 

“..How to sell to people who put names on gallery spaces”. 
 
Participants in three out of four focus groups used the word ‘unsexy’ to describe 
preservation.  
 

“Preservation activities ... tend to be things that are definitely not sexy, like 
cleaning books, and putting things in boxes” 
 
“How to make a case for preservation ...this stuff is very unsexy” 
 
“Buying several thousand 4-flap envelopes may be the most effective thing, 
but it’s not the sexiest” 
 

Some participants suggested approaches for advocacy: 
 Tying in to organisational objectives: 
“We’ve got to move away from preservation for preservation’s sake. [Instead, 
say,] It matters because you can’t deliver your objectives for the year, if we’re 
not doing this work.  
 
“We need to see preservation tied in to top level objectives in our institutions” 

 
 Tying in to business continuity: 
“Disaster management is really quite good at the moment [as an approach to 
advocacy] because HEFCE is really pushing business continuity.” 

 
 Sustainability of  collections as part of risk analysis/project management 
“Coherent project management helps you with that” [sustainability] 

 
 High visibility of the work: 
“A lot of our preservation assistants are paid by donations [so] the library is 
seen to be looking after the collection – because the staff are working in a 
public area” 

 
 Making the case for conservation: 
“We kept arguing that a store is not going to conserve or repair or do 
anything other than put it in a better environment.... Without a conservator, 
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without specialist skills, without the equipment and a lab, we can’t do 
anything other than just slowly retard the degradation.” 
 Using national projects eg UKRR for focus on preservation 

 
It was felt that advocacy materials would be useful for people to use in their own 
institutions, but also that a national lead was needed from an authoritative body, such 
as the NPO, which organisational holders of purse strings would listen to. The 
example was cited of the Digital Preservation Coalition’s successful advocacy 
campaign: ‘Mind the gap’, but other participants felt that there was still much to be 
done here too: 
 

“You need to engrain the notion that digital preservation has to be part of 
digitization project planning”. 

 
The need for advocacy for estates staff was suggested by one person. Two 
organisations cited recent examples where environment specifications had been 
prepared in association with new builds and not implemented. However, one recent 
example was given of successful advocacy, where a commercial valuation, the 
Preservation Assessment Survey (PAS)1 and a gift from a private donor had all 
contributed to getting a conservation studio and staff.  
 
4.3  Variable needs according to local resource 
The participants revealed different perceptions of needs, depending on the 
professional skills set, facilities and existing strategies within an institution. Below is 
illustrated a hierarchy of conservation needs (cf the Maslow2 hierarchy, whereby you 
only have higher level needs, once lower levels are met.) There was a particular 
divide between those organisations with access to conservator skills in-house (even on 
a small scale) and those without any                             conservator expertise.  
 
Fig 1. Hierarchy of conservation needs 
 

Conservation department 
 
 
 
 
Single conservator / unit 
 
 
 
No conservator / 
studio 
 
 
 
 
                                                 
1 Preservation Assessment Survey. Methodology devised by the National Preservation Office. Alison 
Walker and Julia Foster, Knowing the need. A report on the emerging picture of preservation need in 
libraries and archives in the UK, London: National Preservation Office, 2006. www.bl.uk/npo  
2 Maslow. Motivation and Personality. Addison-Wesley  (1954) 
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Among members who do not have access to a conservator, several people commented 
on the value of a visit from a conservator. Some said they were interested in shared 
arrangements for hiring conservator time. One person cited the conservation 
consortium consultation conducted by Chris Woods3. Others suggested a need for 
training course / materials for non-conservators in basic repair techniques. This came 
from organisations with limited conservation expertise too: 
 

“We need more training for our staff in our basic conservation treatment” 
(conservator) 
 
“If you don’t have access to a conservation team, what can you do, if you find 
a book that has fallen apart? How do you put it back together? What’s 
legitimate? What do you not do? When do you tie it up?” (librarian) 

 
For those organisations with in-house conservation expertise, need for access to 
specialist conservators was identified. Two participants cited particular difficulty in 
finding local conservators to deal with photographs. One participant was concerned 
that the Conservation Register4 did not include all conservators.  
 

“Trying to find the right person for the right job, if you’re not in a large 
institution which has a conservation studio up and running with excellent 
people in it, is very difficult.” 
 

A number of participants commented on a skills shortage with the closure of 
conservation courses.5 
 

“Conservation training is at an all time low….We’re going to have a 
generation missing of conservators” 

 
Where organisations had conservation departments, the concerns tended to be with 
better communication between librarian/curator, conservator and archivist staff, 
(many comments) and the concern for management training / succession planning for 
conservators (one comment). 
 

“some conservators have a Rolls Royce standard and trying to get through, I 
can’t afford a Rolls Royce, but I can afford a Ford Mondeo” (archivist) 
 
“...come to visit us, we’re always made aware of problems we didn’t know 
existed” (conservator). 

 
However, whilst many of the examples of practical problems cited by participants 
varied according to where their organisation fitted in the hierarchy of conservation 
needs, there was also a clear view that staff development in relation to both the 
strategies and practicalities of preservation would bring benefits to members. 

                                                 
3 A consultation exercise carried out between March and June 2009 concerning suggestions for a new 
model consortium for archives and libraries without conservation staff. 
4 http://www.conservationregister.com/index.asp  The Conservation Register lists conservation 
businesses meeting specified criteria which include the requirement for professional accreditation. 
5 The Textile Conservation Centre at the University of Southampton is closing 31 October 2009 and the 
Royal College of Art’s Conservation department is not recruiting new students. 
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4.4  Practical support and training 
Many examples of useful staff development (see Appendix 3) cited basic training in 
training. This was the most common example of useful training overall. Many said 
this was most successful when delivered in-house, tailored to the specific needs of 
staff; when it included hands on and involved different specialists (conservators, 
librarians, archivists) in delivering the training. Several people commented on the 
importance of this being regularly updated and one person cited the perceived benefits 
of Benchmarks in Collection Care6 whereby regular training is required for museum 
accreditation. Many participants saw a need for ‘train the trainer’ type materials or an 
online package, or regional courses, to support what is perceived as a very staff 
intensive training requirement. In all cases, this was not a skills gap – all libraries 
were confident to deliver training in basic materials handling – but it was felt that 
provision of materials/ course/ tool was a common need, with potential as a cost 
effective shared resource. Two people suggested tying such training in with induction 
and an example of a compulsory assessed online module was given. 
 
Linked to handling training for staff, many participants raised the importance of 
handling training for users. Training for staff in dealing with users was also suggested 
by a few people,  
 

“A lot of people are reserved in challenging readers, especially readers 
who’ve been around for a long time” 

 
and also strategies for determining whether a surrogate or original should be made 
available. The analogy was given of the reference enquiry: 
  

“Finding out what it is they want to get out of using the original” 
  
Several participants cited disaster management / salvage courses (i.e. hands-on with 
wet books, not just planning) as being very useful. Two cited courses run by Harwell7 
as being very useful, but expensive. There was felt to be a need for cheaper and 
regional alternatives. 
 
Other practical training which was identified as needed included:  
 

 putting on exhibitions (for organisations without conservators);  
“Nobody’s ever said to them, you can’t display it flat.” 
 

 carrying out basic repairs (for circulating stock as well as special collections);  
“there was such a divergence between what a conservator felt that you had to 
do, that you felt almost afraid to do an ordinary repair, so it was finding that 
balance between the specialist book and the ordinary one, and how to 
differentiate between how you should treat one and the other”. 

 
 core preservation skills (with delivery suitable for part time and volunteer 

staff);  

                                                 
6 Benchmarks in collection care for museums, archives and libraries: a self-assessment checklist. 
Resource. 2002, 1.4.14 and 1.4.6. 
7 Harwell Document Restoration Services. http://www.hdrs.co.uk/ 
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  Handling skills / set up for digital photography. 

“guidelines for proper handling, processes around the space that you work in 
if you’re digitizing, about the scanner, some exposure issues in the digital 
camera, is it OK for flash?” 
 
“It’s also things to do with if you’re setting up, if you’re buying a camera. It’s 
knowing what space you need for it, what you need in terms of – we’ve got 2 
screens, one big and one small, so she can work on 2 things; how much light? 
– do you have to have no light, or can you manage with a room with a window 
in? Does it have to be on the ground floor – is there a weight problem?” 
 

 Environmental issues (humidity, temperature, mould and associated costs) 
 
 
4.5  Collection strategies 
Strategic development needs were also raised. Collection management was a theme 
discussed directly in two of the focus groups, where there was concern, firstly, about 
how to develop an overall strategy for collections and secondly how any overarching 
strategy should incorporate preservation policies. One participant talked of the recent 
setting up of a collections strategy group, to encompass digitisation, preservation, 
layout, use, exhibitions. Another participant said: 
 

“We don’t really have any real structures to actually build … something 
which will intermesh and feed into high level policy and strategy within the 
library” 

 
Others were interested in the relationship between special collections and general 
(circulating) collections and the implications of different policies relating to their 
management.  
 

“We are finding a lot of material is filtering in to special collections from the 
general stocks and presenting us with quite large preservation and 
conservation issues.” 

 
Archives were often self contained, but special collections tended to operate with a 
cut off date. Two participants, from different focus groups, raised the issue of how a 
cut off date is determined for special collections, and another participant said “I 
would never define a special collection on dates”. 
 
Two participants, from different focus groups, suggested that there should be a 
national strategy for looking at designated retention copies – in one case in 
conjunction with a mass de-acidification project, and in the other case, in conjunction 
with digitization projects.  

“Should there be some kind of national lead on when what we have, as our 
individual collections, something we own, when this thing has become part of 
what used to be called the distributed national resource?” 

 
“There is a problem ... of coherence at a national level” 
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4.6  Prioritization 
The need for criteria for prioritization was discussed in all of the groups. People raised 
the issue of how to select and prioritize materials for either preservation or 
conservation and the need for a methodology and tools to support this. This was 
discussed at two levels, i.e. selection based on the item’s state, and also according to 
collection priorities: 
 

“Not really having a way to prioritize, look at needs; what’s in a dangerous 
state, what’s in an urgent state, what might contaminate other things; just to 
mix the preservation needs with the usefulness of the material” 

 
“There’s also the problem of how to go about assessing stock, whether its gift 
or new material or even existing stock you’ve had for some time.” 

 
“How you highlight particular areas or sequences of collections to deal with” 
 
“There’s a resource issue there about making hard choices about what can 
you apply where” 
 
“All books aren’t equal are they? You have to have a series of criteria that 
you are going to … mark against. And then you’re going to select”  
 
“a reprioritization of preservation tasks, building in when you’re assessing 
materials to other factors such as value, significance,  got to look at this not as 
a separate issue” 

 
Similar needs were raised about selection for digitization and also decision making as 
part of consortium ventures and in the national context: 

 
“we’d benefit from some kind of toolkit, that helps you weigh up, what really 
should we be going for, because in the end, it does come down to choice.” 
 
“We thought there was criteria for selecting…as to whether it is digitize, 
conserve, whatever, and we did feel there needed to be some kind of national 
overview of that.” 

 
It was suggested that if collections strategy was used as the starting point, then 
prioritization tools for preservation and digitization could be common: 

 
“It’s just the same old skills sets really, but applied to different formats.” 
 
“I think it’s about succession planning.” 

 
4.7  Digital preservation 
Many participants were careful to distinguish the different issues around digitization 
and born digital collections. Much of the discussions of problems and development 
needs tended to be around digitization, (from print, photographs, film and sound), 
although one person gave web archiving as a preservation problem.  
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Several people talked about the move from digitizing iconic collections to general 
digitization of collections:  
 

“We seem to have reached a bit of a tipping point now, between doing things 
with the discrete treasures in the collections and also now it’s more looking at 
digitization of collections.” 

 
There was concern about the project mentality, where funding availability can take 
over from collection priorities and at the end of which skills and expertise can be lost. 
Many people wanted help with scalable digitization: 
 
 “A cost effective way of handling everything we’ve got”  
 

“Finding something scalable ... to find out what is important incrementally, so 
maybe some first steps you can take which are essential...” 

 
“I feel that I ought to have a digital preservation strategy, but it’s knowing 
where to start” 

 
Digital preservation was one area where there seemed to be a geographical divide in 
needs. Some people from London focus groups spoke highly of courses run by ULCC 
and Kings, although they were seen as useful for understanding the big picture and 
identifying issues, rather than training to be able, for example, to go and set up a 
repository. Many people (all focus groups) talked of the need for ‘digital basics’ and 
some suggested a toolkit approach to this. However, one person said: 
 

“It’s not so much the technical training – technology changes all the time 
anyway – but it is the practical, the common sense, the ideas behind why you 
do digitization in the first place and what it is going to lead to.”  

 
 
The embedding of preservation within digital projects was discussed: 
 

“I was talking with our repositories person, and talked about digital 
preservation, and they said, that’s what the repository is doing isn’t it?” 

 
There was concern that sometimes digitization for access is driving digitization for 
preservation. It was suggested that a strategy and toolkit could help organisations 
defend choices and educate users. Associated with this was concern about best 
practice for preservation: 

 
The other issue to deal with is the quantity versus quality. Do you only do high 
quality preservation images or for some material is it more beneficial in terms 
of preservation to do a lot at a low resolutions because you’ll get through 
more and it’ll take away the handling of the original material? I don’t know 
the answer to that. 

 
Two participants identified the need for authoritative guidance on whether you should 
make a long term preservation copy on microfilm. One participant wanted a national 
record/catalogue of what was digitized. 
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4.8  Authoritative source 
Many of the participants were confident of obtaining answers to queries relating to 
print materials, through use of NPO services, or through in-house conservators 
(though this did vary, according to where they fitted in the hierarchy of needs, 4.3). 
However, there was a lot of concern about standards, guidelines and best practice 
relating to digital preservation. Whilst people appreciated that this is an emerging 
technology, there was a clear requirement for an authoritative source of guidance. A 
number of people suggested that the NPO should be working more closely with the 
Digital Preservation Coalition and the JISC Digital Media to put out combined 
guidance and run combined training. 
 
Where best practices were well understood, many people articulated a need for clear 
guidance which they could refer to as an external expert source in their advocacy. 
 
4.9  Sharing of expertise 
Many people commented on the benefits of shared expertise in all sorts of forms. 
Several of the examples of useful staff development, were of in-house training and 
sharing of perspectives e.g. between curators and conservators. Others suggested 
meetings / conferences with inbuilt opportunities for sharing expertise. One suggested 
the equivalent of the SCONUL directory of building projects8, for digital preservation 
projects. Some gave examples of consortial projects offering good opportunities to 
share expertise.  
 
 4.10  Key hindrance to preservation 
This question was designed to ascertain if people felt that a skills shortage, and hence 
a preservation learning programme, was the key factor in resolving preservation 
issues, or whether other factors such as organisational priorities, funding or staffing 
were more significant.  All the focus groups agreed that the problem was wider than 
simply staff development. The majority view was that it was a combination of skills, 
organisational priorities, funding and staff time.  
 
However, there was a significant minority view that saw organisational priorities as 
the key hindrance to preservation: 
 

“My institution could be awash with funding and still not fund preservation 
activities” 

 
“Ours boils down to organisational priorities and the lack of a will to care for 
our collections” 

 
Two people commented on unrealised opportunities for redeployment of staff time 
and retraining in preservation (one through automation; the other through consortium 
projects), because of organisational priorities: 
 

“We could retrain these people completely differently and use them. We have 
scores and scores of years of work to be done.... [but] doing things that are 

                                                 
8 Designing Libraries. www.designinglibraries.org.uk/ 
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directly helping the user is seen as the way you should be changing your 
workforce”. 
 
“Libraries are seeing social space, engagement and those things being 
prioritised over preservation.” 

 
Two people identified having the skilled staffing resource of a conservator as being 
the most important factor. Two people felt that the key hindrance for digital 
preservation was staff skills, but for traditional medium it was more to do with 
funding and organisational priorities. Two people identified the key factor as the lack 
of continuity of funding (and hence losing skills) where funding is predominantly 
project based. Whilst the lack of training for qualifying librarians in preservation (at 
library school) was raised in two of the focus groups, it was agreed that this had been 
the case for many years, with the exception of the UCL course. 
 
One person said: 
 

“I think there is a subtle different in thinking about the factor that keeps you 
back from preservation as an overall management strategy and conservation 
activities. I think conservation activities are much more of a cost base – we 
just don’t have the money, or we need to go and find the money – but from a 
preservation strategy point of view, I think you can do much more, with less 
funds, with better skills and knowledge.” 

 
 
5. Results by categories  
5.1 Participants. 
Each focus group had a mix of librarians, archivists and conservators. Two groups 
also had IT / digitisation specialists. There was no difference in perceptions of 
preservation training needs by profession, and all groups welcomed the opportunity 
for exchange of experience with a mix of professionals. The only category where 
there was a different emphasis on training requirements was the interest in 
overarching collection management strategies from some librarians. 
 
5.2 Useful staff development 
In the discussion on useful examples of personal staff development, (appendix 3), a 
number of participants gave examples of how staff development had led to a range of 
organisational benefits, including better inter-team working; better working practices; 
successful internal budget and/ or external funding bids.  
 

“I think it was doing the survey [PAS] that really focused the mind and they 
have now bought new shelves; also instigated a regular cleaning 
programme.” 
 
“[PAS] indicated some fairly easy wins, where you could actually see the 
barometer swing in your collection care status” 
 
“By offering regular tailored training to staff in the reading rooms, they 
develop a sense of ownership about the collections” 
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Where time allowed, participants were also asked how useful staff development could 
have been even better. Two ideas were recurring: the need for hands on (for example 
basic conservation skills for non-conservators; salvage with wet items) and some 
follow up (for example consultancy access to trainer; an ongoing blog subsequent to 
an event). 

 
5.3      Preservation problems 
Participants were asked to identify a specific problem(s) they had experienced, within 
the last year. Some identified more than one, so appendix 4 shows 56 specific 
problems. Many have since been resolved – but not all. The table groups similar 
problems and arranges them by topic. In some cases the preservation problems which 
participants had experienced relates to where their organisation sits in terms of 
resources. (See section 4.3).  
 
5.4      Looking to the future 
The focus groups considered some key influences on the preservation environment 
and how they would change requirements for staff development over the life of the 
RLUK/NPO project (three years): 

- digitization 
- acid paper time bomb 
- Google generation 
- consortium projects e.g. UK Research Reserve 

 
Several participants also raised public access as a key influence; one person raised the 
issue of the role of the digital archivist; one person raised the threat to security of 
collections from theft and how it may be addressed as part of digitization projects; one 
person raised the change in the nature of collections, e.g. collections changing from 
preserving photographs and printed materials to preserving websites: 
 

“In the past photographs were such an important part of our collecting policy. 
We need to re-engage that now in the digital environment. … lots of specialist 
subjects, printed material is becoming less and less.”  

 
The diagram in fig 2 is an illustration of the drivers for change on preservation and 
some of the associated issues discussed in focus groups - those in blue being 
desirables and those in black the current situation as perceived by participants. 
 
 





5.4.1 New training needs? 
The discussion about influences illuminated a number of preservation issues and 
associated training needs, which are discussed in the themes section of this report. 
Needs identified were common to many of the influences discussed and did not 
identify anything as a specific new need in the project lifetime (3 years). As one 
participant put it:“We don’t really think in terms of three years!”  
 
However, three aspects of the discussions are selected below, as opinions seemed to 
envisage a step change in their importance. All three tie strongly into previously 
identified training needs for a preservation culture and the need for prioritization 
methodology. 
 
5.4.2 Access is king 
Many people commented on libraries becoming service driven, instead of collections 
driven and on concerns that policies for access took priority over policies for 
preservation – “access is king”. Participants were very conscious of “the disconnect 
between access and preservation”: 
 

“How do you show this Google generation that there is value in seeing an 
object? Not just providing everything online. How do you then train people in 
handling these objects as well?” 
 
“The most dangerous thing that can happen to anything is that it is never 
used, because then it is seen as useless. But on the other hand we have to see, 
what are the training, handling, how we get the public to deal with things 
right. That’s not so much about technology, but about public relations training 
skills. And teaching of values.”  

 
5.4.3 Collaboration 
The need for collaborative working skills, for leveraging partnerships in consortium 
projects, was identified as of increasing importance. While this was not necessarily a 
preservation training need, an example of its successful application to preservation 
was given in disaster planning for senior university staff. The need for successful 
collaborative relationships was also identified in relation to digitization and working 
with IT staff in non-converged services. Consortium projects were envisaged as 
becoming more common, as a way to achieve objectives, which were unlikely 
otherwise to be achieved, without the benefits of shared costs: 
 

“I was listening to a presentation… done legwork on UK research reserve.  
He was expecting to leverage about 3% on digital purchasing policies in the 
university, which on the face of it doesn’t sound like an enormous amount. A 
few years ago I think the politics of competitiveness would have overridden 
that. I took that thought back and 3% is 3%. That’s why I think the economics 
may be changing” 
 

In the context of consortium digitization projects, one group discussed a common 
preservation policy, which could be adapted for each participating library. This could 
be used to assist decision making relating to surrogates and originals, and would also 
be used to determine training requirements. The idea of an overarching policy or 
template produced by the NPO was suggested. Another group raised the specific 
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example of standard storage requirements in member institutions, if cooperative 
storage led to fewer physical copies being retained. 
 
5.4.4 Increasing preservation workload 
The increasing quantity of preservation work was raised by many participants. 
Examples included: digitization leading to pressure on originals where people were 
not previously aware of originals and digitization was not good enough (e.g. missing 
pages); increased visibility from digitization and people preferred to use the original 
and were not directed to the surrogate; examples of the visibility of digitized materials 
leading to more people donating archive materials which were in accordance with 
collecting policies; the workload of  preserving the surrogate, maintaining the new 
digitized service and preserving the original. 
 

“There’s twice as much to do really. Still preserving the original books and 
preserving the digital.” 
 
“Suddenly we’ve got, not the acid paper time bomb, in however many years, 
we’ve got digital something in 5 years” 

 
 This therefore highlighted the importance of prioritization tools.  
 

“Why keep the originals if they’re going to be available online, that’s the big 
question. Or why do anything in terms of conservation to the originals, if you 
can take a picture of it and stick it in a box and leave them and not touch them 
again. So digitization and this Google effect is really making us question the 
basic way we approach preservation”. 

 
“there’s so much you can digitize, people need skills in how you select the 
right materials, not just for our own institution, but also the  collaborative 
consortial way, so maybe need some kind of toolkit about how you make the 
decisions about selection and what you have to bear in mind, when you are 
choosing what you have to digitize”.  

 
5.4.5 Acid paper 
Finally, acid paper is mentioned specifically, because of the ambivalence in reaction 
to it. As one person put it: “We didn’t think it was so much of an issue as it was 10 
years ago.” 

 
One person suggested that this was a problem for the deposit libraries, as others would 
look to big digitization projects to preserve the content; one referred to  research at the 
British Library;9 one participant pointed out that it was a problem for archives with 
unique material; several pointed to the need for prioritization tools; and two 
effectively turned the question round, saying that if it was something they needed to 
address, then there should be a lead from the national libraries and there would be 
staff development needed in the form of raising awareness. One participant 
commented on the “very clear disparity between what’s happening this side of the 
Atlantic and North American where there are a lot of de-acidification units, but 
another said: “It’s a question of priorities”. 

                                                 
9 http://www.bl.uk/aboutus/stratpolprog/ccare/projects/mellonfoundation/index.html 
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6. Key priority 
This question was designed to help the analysis and determine project priorities. 
Participants were asked to identify a single priority for their organisation. This 
question differed from earlier questions on useful staff development and preservation 
problems, which specifically asked for personal experiences. Participants were put ‘on 
the spot’, and not given time for considered thought. There are patterns in the key 
priorities appearing from individual focus groups (eg local / online training and 
authoritative source from Edinburgh; advocacy from one of the London groups; 
prioritization from Sheffield), whereas prior discussions, especially influences on 
preservation for the future, had drawn out a broader range of interests and concerns. A 
number of participants chose to link several key things, when asked for a single 
priority! Where similar suggestions were made, these are grouped together in 
appendix 5, but the quotations show how many of the priorities could be grouped 
under a number of topics. The aspect which came out as a clear priority, was building 
a preservation culture. Many of the other suggestions, such as training in preservation 
basics, could contribute to this. 
 
7. Conclusions 
7.1 Extent of focus groups meeting objectives 
The focus groups identified a range of themes, concerns and practical suggestions for 
taking the project forward. Personal examples of successful development and 
problems provided ideas to be used in conjunction with an investigation of the 
existing market for preservation training. The discussions around influences for future 
preservation broadened the discussion from personal to institutional and national 
needs. The focus groups showed that there were not significant differences in 
perspectives between categories of professional; rather, there were many common 
concerns and suggestions. Several ideas were the accumulation of discussion, so ideas 
emerged from the groups. 
 
The limitation of focus group methodology is that it is not methodologically sound to 
draw numerical conclusions from this research method (e.g. numbers citing a 
particular problem are only indicative of the extent of the issue among members – not 
what proportion of members share this problem, or how many would attend a training 
session on the topic). Some of the issues raised may be deemed beyond the scope of a 
preservation training project, but their identification should assist the project sponsors 
(RLUK and the British Library) in prioritizing other activities.  
 
7.2 Staff development requirements 
This series of focus groups has identified major gaps in staff development provision, 
amongst RLUK member libraries, both at the strategic level (collection prioritization, 
institutional advocacy, enabling culture change) and at the practical level (handling, 
repair, cleaning, display, environmental controls and sourcing conservator expertise). 
To meet the requirements of RLUK members, a staff development programme must 
address both strands. 
 
Participants suggested a range of delivery methods, according to the topic, including 
leaflets, face to face courses (regionally delivered), online toolkit, webcam, 
conference /meeting and train-the-trainer materials. Some of the training should be 
designed to be cost effective and scalable to deliver to large numbers of library staff, 
volunteers and users. One of the key aspects of training required was the ability to 
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build in networking and sharing of experience opportunities on an ongoing basis e.g. 
meeting and associated blog; e.g. directory of expertise. Another key aspect to address 
was the targeting of development opportunities inclusively to the range of 
professional backgrounds (librarian, archivist, conservator, digital IT specialist) as the 
networking and sharing of experience was very highly rated – often as much as the 
content of any meeting. 
 
The potential for staff development to effect organisational benefits was made clear in 
some of the examples of useful staff development. Hence this project should monitor 
and demonstrate practical outcomes. 
 
Whilst participants were, without exception, enthusiastic about the NPO/RLUK staff 
development project, there was a clear and unanimous view that skills development 
was only part of the problem for preservation in RLUK member libraries. 
   
7.3 Strategic lead of NPO 
There is a clear desire for strong leadership, advocacy and best practice benchmarks 
across the whole gamut of preservation/conservation for analogue and digital 
materials. This would be best achieved through partnership with other key bodies, as 
suggested by participants (ICON, DPC, and JISC). 
 
7.4 Consortia arrangements led by RLUK 
There is a strong view from a number of participants that consortia arrangements to 
enhance preservation and conservation would be cost effective, in sharing financial 
outgoings, skills and resources.  Examples to be considered include: making the 
purchase of equipment possible; purchasing shared conservator time, skills and 
facilities; developing shared digitization arrangements; extending the principle of the 
UKRR10 to shared arrangements for books; and shared back up storage for large 
amounts of data. 
 
7.5 Next steps 
The next steps for the staff development project are: 

i. A training audit of existing provision 
ii. A quantitative survey to ascertain likely take-up of a range of costed 

proposals.  
iii. An investigation / evaluation of methods of course / information delivery. 
iv. A methodology for measuring success of staff development project. 
v. An outline 3-year project plan. 

 

                                                 
10 UK Research Reserve http://www.ukrr.ac.uk/ 
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Appendix 1: Research method 
1. Focus groups 
The focus group methodology was selected based on Krueger11 who identifies focus 
groups as appropriate for: 

- looking for the range of ideas that people have about [staff development 
needs] 

- trying to understand differences in perspectives between groups/categories of 
people [librarians, conservators, archivists, collection management as a whole, 
special collections] 

- wanting ideas to emerge from the group – more than sum of parts 
-  obtaining information to design larger scale quantitative study (questionnaire) 
– what is range of options people see?  

 
The focus groups were designed to start the discussion of RLUK preservation training 
requirements. The aim was to identify key strands of staff development both at a 
strategic level (preserving collections for the future) and at the practical level, (on any 
aspects of preservation). 
 
2. Participants 
One or two focus group participants were invited from each RLUK member 
institution, with the aim of including staff with strategic and practical responsibilities, 
and with a mix of professional specialisms: librarians, archivists and conservators.  
There were 4 focus groups with maximum 12 in each, held in London, Sheffield and 
Edinburgh.  
 
In total, 39 people attended focus groups, 1 contributed by email and 1 participated 
via a telephone interview, acting as a pilot for the focus group questions. All RLUK 
member libraries contributed. 
 
3. Questions 
The questions were devised to provide an understanding of the range and diversity of 
perceptions. Questions followed best practice for focus group design in that they were 
designed as open questions; moved from introductory and specific questions to 
general, and drew on participants’ personal experiences. In addition to general 
discussion, different strategies were used (post-its, break out groups) to keep the 
momentum of the discussion and maintain interest. The ending questions were 
designed to assist analysis, in asking participants to identify what, of all the things 
discussed, was most important for their organisation. The questioning route was 
reviewed with an external consultant and was tested with a telephone interview. 
The key and supporting questions are listed in Fig 3 and a mapping of questions onto 
the aims of the focus groups is given in Fig 4. 

                                                 
11 Krueger, R. A. and Casey, M. A. Focus Groups: a practical guide for applied research. 3rd ed. Sage, 
2000. 
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Fig 3: Questions for focus groups 
 
 
2.1 Your name, where you come from and one other thing. (E.g. role in preservation 
or why you agreed to come to meeting) 
 
2.2 Within the context of your job, what do you understand by preservation? 
 [Staff development defined by me] 
 
3.1 I’d like you to give me one personal example (maybe more) of useful staff 
development you have experienced, related to preservation. 
 - What made development so useful 
 - What would have made it even more useful 
 - Are there any examples of different sorts of useful development 
 
3.2 Write down one personal example, within the last year, of difficulty finding 
advice / help / development to solve a specific problem or need related to preservation 
 [Discuss any common denominator] 
 
3.3 What is the key thing that hinders you in preserving collections now? 
 [Prompt: knowledge and skills, institutional priorities, funding or staff time] 
 - Does this affect the sort of staff development that would be most useful? 
 
4.1 For the key influence your group is looking at, I would like you to consider: 
 

a) What affect it will have on preservation? 
b) Given these changes, what will you need in terms of effective staff 

development over the next 3 years? 
 

[Following key influences allocated to sub-groups: 
- digitization 
- acid paper time bomb 
- Google generation 
- consortium projects e.g. Research Reserve 

 
Then prompt for other influences] 

 
 
4.2 What methods of delivery would work best for [selected] staff development? 
 
5.1 Of all the things we have talked about this morning, what is most important for 
your organisation? 
 
5.2 Have we missed anything? 
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Fig 4: Mapping of questions onto objectives 
 
To explore… Data collection 

description 
Question Report 

Context / interest in 
preservation 

definition 2.2 Appendix 2 

Current staff development 
requirements 

Topics and delivery 3.1,3.2 7.1 

Current sources of staff 
development and gaps 

Sources and gaps 3.1,3.2 5.2,5.3 
Appendices 
2, 3 

How far do people see staff 
development as the solution to 
problems in preserving 
collections? 

Key hindrance 3.3 4.10 

Views on changing staff 
development needs for 
preservation in response to 
changing environment 

Looking to the future 4.1 5.4 

Preferred delivery methods for 
key preservation topics 

Delivery methods 4.2 7.1 

Priorities for project Key thing 5.1 6. 
Appendix 5 

 
4. Validity of results 
In designing the questions for a focus group, the aim is to gather an accurate reflection 
of participants’ views. Steps taken to ensure this included: piloting the questions to 
test understanding; using a neutral moderator; seeking clarification of areas of 
uncertainty; summing up answers/discussion for participants to verify or challenge. 
The quality of the research is dependent on achieving theoretical saturation/ 
redundancy, i.e. patterns recurring in the results, and this occurred. The final question 
was used to help analysis, in asking participants to prioritize what was most important 
for their institutions. 
 
Then in reporting results, the aim is similarly to reflect accurately participants’ views. 
The sessions were recorded, with participants’ permission, and then transcribed. The 
analysis was then based on what participants had actually said, what their groups 
recorded on flip chards for mini-presentations, and notes made by the note-taker. 
Analysis was done across the focus groups (not individually) and colour coding was 
used to look for patterns of opinions in different professions and from different types 
of institution. 
 
5. Scope and definitions 
‘Staff development’ was understood in a broad context outlined for participants 
(figure 5). ‘Preservation’ was defined by each focus group as a warm up question 
(Appendix 2). This revealed different understandings and use of terms such as 
‘preservation’ and ‘conservation’ and this is apparent in the quotations. One focus 
group debated whether ‘collection care’ was a preferable focus for training:  
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“We tend to talk with the double barrelled term” [preservation and 
conservation], 
 

But others felt that a distinction was well understood:  
 

“Active intervention is called conservation, whereas the passive protection 
and prevention, we’ve called preservation”.   

  
 
 Fig 5: Working definition of staff development 
“Learning interventions aimed at developing skills, abilities, confidence” 
“Change in individuals’ knowledge, skills and abilities and confidence” 
“Opportunities to gain knowledge, skills and experience… to enhance their 
contribution to meeting individual, area and organisational objectives” 
 
Examples: 
Team meeting 
Day course 
Mentoring 
Consultancy 
Email discussion list 
Advice line 
½ day course 
Blog 
Day release 
Secondment 
Online tool 
Professional development programme 
Accredited academic course 
Practical workshop 
Specialist advice 
Articles 
Internship 
Guidance 
3-day course 
Conference 
 
Outcomes: 
Reduce overall costs 
Build staff morale 
Improve retention 
Improve knowledge and skills 
Preserve collections for the future 
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Appendix 2: Focus groups’ definitions of preservation 
 
It’s easier to treat [preservation and conservation] as one, because we tend to talk with 
this double barrelled term anyway... Collection care may be a better focus for training. 
 
It’s storage, handling, environment. All those things that feed into prevention of 
deterioration.  
 
Transportation. 
  
There’s something about ensuring continued existence and access. I think access on 
its own is not enough. 
 
Also not only existing but for future generations as well.  
 
I see this as the more proactive side of stopping things getting worse rather than the 
actual repair. 
 
we’re not dealing with discrete items, or solely with discrete items, we’re dealing with 
collections. 
 
Promotion. What’s the purpose of preserving. Who for, why. It’s a question also of 
when preservation and conservation moves into curation at some point. 
 
Making sure the things we look after are still going to be there in 100 years, 200 
years.  
 
Ensuring they’re in a format we can still use and want to use. 
 
Good Housekeeping 
 
It’s also good communication with our researchers; it’s explaining to them why we 
have certain rules and handling guidelines and why it’s important that we have limited 
access. 
 
Correct storage, packaging and handling.  
 
Creation of appropriate surrogates so we don’t need to use the original artefacts. 
 
Protecting integrity of objects.  
 
Preserving the context of the objects as well. 
 
It’s also about protecting this which you don’t know if they’ll be important in the 
future.  
 
Should be integrated within collection development. Building it into everything you 
do within the service. Considering preservation as implicit within processes.  
 
It’s also about planning for the long term – not just reacting. 
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It’s also about prioritization of resources. 
 
It’s about meeting the needs of the object and then sometimes that does come into 
collision with the needs of the organisation and the needs of the people who want to 
consult the material. 
 
It’s about picking up best practice from other heritage professionals.  
 
It’s also about being a responsible steward, thinking way beyond your own 
organisation, but the wider scholarly community.  
 
Assessment of collections. We have an assessment of collections we can do with a 
longer term plan.  
 
Stabilization of the object within its environment instead of intervention or changing 
the physical object. Tends to be the whole of the collection 
 
Life cycle 
 
Sustainability  
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Appendix 3:  Useful staff development 
 

Examples of useful staff development 
Times 

cited
 
Book / other material handling covering care of materials, transportation, storage 7
 
NPO Preservation assessment survey - course + doing survey 6
Doing Benchmarks in collection care 1
 
NPO Preservation of collections course 2
NPO course on book bindings 1
Caring for non-book formats (housing, handling)  2
Course on photographs (types, package, storage) 1
 
 
Visit to a conservation unit  3
Visit from a conservator to advise on collections 1
 
NPO leaflets 2
 
Inter-departmental visits / training 4
Team reading / discussion time 1
In-house discussion on pros and cons of different sorts of gloves 1
 
ULCC digital preservation training programme 2
Kings College digital futures course 2
Course run by PLANETS 1
 
Personal coaching - enhanced strategic vision 1
Leadership training with other heads of department - common strategic aims 1
 
Practical disaster training 3
webinar on disaster planning (AIC/AAM) 1
 
Demonstrations of how damage occurs within 'normal' use 2
 
museums training day with practical exemplas of what done elsewhere 1
BL conference on research in paper conservation 1
course on advocacy for collections run by Care of Collections Forum 1

Total 48 
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Appendix 4: Preservation problems 
 

Preservation problem  
Times 
cited 

  
cleaning books - access to machine 1 
dust contamination (especially associated with building works) 1 
training for repairs (circulating items) 2 
environmental issues - humidity, temperature, mould and associated cost/competing agendas, low 
energy options 3 
storing outsize (oversize) and odd shaped items including use of frames 2 
wanting to run hands-on disaster preparedness 2 
core skills for non-professional staff - part time / volunteers 2 
handling guidelines for digital photographers 2 
dealing with potentially hazardous materials (can of film) 1 
display / exhibitions 1 
  
understanding concept of collection care life cycle 1 
developing a collections strategy to encompass preservation 3 
methodology for prioritizing preservation needs 4 
produce a digital preservation strategy 1 
how to determine what should be in special collections 1 
  
finding a local (specialist) conservator 3 
drying out sodden archive material (from flooding) 1 
handling unrealistic expectations (archivists of conservators and vice versa) 1 
  
finding scalable/practical digital solutions (moving beyond research/projects) 4 
web archiving - first steps / scalable 1 
large scale data storage for digital images 1 
preservation / digitization of moving image material (film cams, cine, video) 2 
preservation / digitization of analogue sound materials 2 
dealing with archive material on redundant software 1 
  
finding authoritative information or finding/sifting/evaluating conflicting information (e.g. digital, 
environment, preservation microfilming) 5 
buying equipment (e.g. fire suppression; scanners; photocopiers) 2 
  
making a case for preservation/conservation (e.g. part of building refurbishment; e.g. retaining 
collections, eg for conservation studio) 3 
making successful bids 1 
  
succession planning for conservators (as managers) 1 
issues around export/sale of materials 1 

Total 56



Appendix 5. Key issue for individual organisations 
key thing   topic 

some really serious advocacy .. We need to see preservation tied in with top level objectives in our 
institutions 

  L2 

tying in between the buildings side, estates side and preventative conservation… something that brings 
buildings people together with conservation people 

  L2 

Target HEFCE so they encourage / tie in preservation requirements to funding  L2 
PR communications skills. Use key players to get it discussed.  L2 
lever to highlight preservation/conservation, in our institutions.   L1 

Advocay + advocacy 
materials / skills 
training 

    

getting all staff to care  L2 
hearts and minds - books are special. Senior managers through students.  L2 
movers and shakers to view collection care as something which needs to be fully embedded into the 
whole library 

  S 

collection care impacts on everything that goes on within a library - making all staff aware of that    S 
preservation should become second nature and integral to people - parallel health and safety   S 
to signal and represent that concept of preservation being of importance to everybody   L1 
Awareness training on importance of preservation    Other

Preservation culture 

    

linking people and encouraging discussion  L2 
talking about problems and needs with colleagues / filling the gaps in training   L1 
all of the groups you’ve organised to meet up with a one day thing - conference   L1 
holistic approach to preservation - all professionals   L1 

Building inter-
professional 
understanding and 
networks 

    

Accredited source, national source that particularly dealt with digital preservation - toolkit approach   E 
objective source of information on digitization e.g. pdf/ pamphlet   E 
digital basics   L1 

Digital basics - leaflet / 
course / toolkit 

    

Authoritative source of information - making sure there's somewhere we can go.   E 
single point of authoritative information and advice for staff at whatever level they are at   E 

Single authoritative 
source - inc. digital 
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guidance on how to assess your collections - how to approach a large collection - strategic but practical   S 
Something to make assessing collections into bite sized chunks   S 

Criteria for 
preservation / 
conservation 

a training the trainers thing that gave basic skills to library and archive staff ..could be built into induction   S 
resources that can be downloaded  or within travelling distance to take a whole section for awayday   E 
training resources, online or local: preservation for para-professional + voluntary staff; digital 
preservation for professionals 

  E 

develop the local programme - train the trainer materials   E 
deliver series of training on a regional basis - thereby raising profile / accessibility of NPO   L1 
basic training for new staff - regional delivery  other 
for the library community as a whole .. basic training on how to put on an exhibition and care for your 
items 

  E 

Basics, as a regional 
programme, train-the-
trainer and/or online 
learning resources 

    

work with those already offering digital preservation training programmes – DPC / JISC Digital Media - so 
handling and care of originals is part of their training 

  L1 

communication between NPO and conservation organisation (ICON) - practical training between 
archivists and librarians and paper conservators and artefact conservators. 

  E 

Alliances and shared 
training 

    

need to have an allocated conservator on call. Conservation Register has limited people available.    
identify those things which are feasible to do at a consortial level   S 

Sharing resources 

directory of projects in RLUK institutions   E Sharing expertise 

a conservation module in archive or library courses   S Basic conservation 
training 

aspects of training we (AIM25) haven't been able to put on - digital preservation and advocacy    Gap filling 

management training for conservators   L1 management training 

low energy answers    L2 environment 

Key    
librarian - special collections   S Sheffield 

librarian - generalist   E Edinburgh 
archivist   L1 London - 29 June 

conservator   L2 London 7 July 
not recorded  Other email / telephone 

 


