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Workshop Part A: January 6, 2022  
Summit County Historical Museum, Coalville 

Access and Artifact Handling 
 
 

ACTIVITY 2: Assessing Significance (30 min) 
1) Work alone or with your museum team. 
2) Based on your knowledge of a single object in your collection (and the information you brought), 

complete the following steps before writing a concise statement of the object’s significance. 
 
Note: Refer to the Significance Assessment Criteria and example attached.  

__________________________________________________________________ 
 
1. Provide basic information about the object and its history 
 
 
 
 
 
 
2. What is the history and provenance of the object? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
3. Who are donors, owners, and knowledgeable people? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
4. Explore the context of the object 
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5. Analyse and describe the materials and condition of the object 
 
 
 
 
 
 
6. Compare the object with similar items in your collection or other collections 
 
 
 
 
 
 
7. Identify related places and objects 
 
 
 
 
 
 
8. Assess significance against the criteria – see attached criteria questions for prompts to consider different 
types of significance. Remember it is okay to mark “none” if it doesn’t fit a criteria.  
 

Historic: 

 

 

 

Aesthetic: 

 

 

 

Scientific: 

 

 

 

Social / Spiritual 
Significance: 

 

 

Provenance: 

 

 

 

Representativeness / 
Rarity: 

 

 

Condition: 

 

 

 

Interpretive 
Potential: 
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9. Write a statement of significance 
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SIGNIFICANCE ASSESSMENT CRITERIA QUESTIONS 
 
Significance assessment is a collaborative process that draws on the knowledge, skills and experience of a range of people, including donors and 
people in the community knowledgeable about the subject or object. Make sure you consult as widely as possible to fully understand the 
context, history, and significance of the object, and research more information where relevant. Use the questions to help draw out the precise 
qualities of the object’s significance. One or more criteria may apply and criteria may be inter-related. An object may be highly significant even if 
only one or two criteria apply. Think of the criteria as a framework to assist you to consider and describe how and why the object is important.  
 
A significance summary statement is a reasoned assessment of the meaning and importance of an object. It is more than a description of what 
the object looks like. A statement of significance summarizes how and why the object is important. A significance summary statement is not set 
in stone and may change over time. From time to time it should be reviewed as circumstances change and knowledge develops. Significance 
summary statements are excellent sources of information for exhibit labels and other interpretive activities. 
 
Historic significance 
 Is it associated with a particular person, group,  

event or activity? 
 What does it tell us about an historic theme or  

process or pattern of life? 
 How does it contribute to our understanding of  

a period or place, activity, person or event? 
 
Aesthetic significance 
 Is it well designed, crafted or made? 
 Is it a good example of a style, design, artistic  

movement or the artist’s work? 
 Is it original or innovative in its design? 
 Is it beautiful? 
 
Scientific or Research significance 
 Do researchers have an active interest in studying the  

object today, or will they want to in the future? 
 How is it of interest or value for science or research  

today or in the future? 
 What things in particular constitute its scientific or  

research interest and research value? 

Note: This criterion only applies to objects of current scientific value,  
or with research potential such as archaeological collections. 
Objects such as scientific instruments are generally of historic 
significance. 

 
Social or Spiritual significance 
 Is the object of particular value to an ethnic or cultural 

community or group today? Why is it important to them? 
 How is this demonstrated? Is the object kept in the public 

eye? Is its meaning kept alive for the group (eg by being 
used in an annual a parade or ceremonies, or by maintaining 
traditional practices surrounding the object)? 

 Has the Museum consulted the community about its 
importance for them? 

 Is the object or collection of spiritual significance for a 
particular group? 

 Is this spiritual significance found in the present? 

Note: Social or spiritual significance only applies to objects and 
collections where there is a demonstrated contemporary 
attachment between the object and community. Items of social 
history interest are of historic significance. If the object has spiritual 
or social significance this needs to be demonstrated through 
consultation with the community or group. 

 

 Provenance 
 Who owned, used or made the object? 
 Where and how was it used? 
 Is its place, or origin, well documented? 
 
Representativeness / Rarity 
 Is it a good example of its type or class? 
 Is it typical or characteristic? 
 Is it unusual or a particularly fine example of its type? 
 Is it singular, or unique? 
 Is it particularly well documented for its class or group? 
 Does it have special qualities that distinguish it from  

other objects in the class or category? 
 
Condition, intactness or integrity 
 Is it in unusually good condition for its type? 
 Is it unusually intact or complete? 
 Does it show repairs, alterations or evidence of the  

way it was used? 
 Is it still working? 
 Is it in original, unrestored condition? 

NOTE: In general, an object in original condition is generally  
more significant than one that has been restored. 

 
Interpretive potential 
 Does it help the museum tell a story? 
 Can you learn something about the object’s wider context 

and associations, or about its materials, design and function? 
 How is it relevant to the museum’s purpose, collection policy 

and exhibition program? 
 Does it represent an opportunity to use some different 

interpretation strategies? 
 Is there anything else in the collection that can tell the  

same story? 
 

 

 
Significance Assessment Criteria are © Heritage Collections Council (HCC), Commonwealth of Australia, 2002 

Worksheet is a tool of Heritage Collections Council and Museums & Galleries Foundation NSW 
For more information about purposes and ‘how-tos’ of significance assessment, see Significance 2.0: A Guide to Assessing the Significance of Collections, 2009   
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Collections Council of Australia, Significance 2.0: A Guide to Assessing the Significance of Collections, 2009, pp 24-25 


