
Collections Management

Systems & Databases

Presented by Rachael Cristine Woody, 
Rachael Cristine Consulting LLC



Nice to Meet You!

Business Owner, Author, Speaker, Educator,

Advocate, and Consultant.
15 years in archives, museums, and cultural

heritage organizations.
Expert in collections management, digital

collections, and collections management

systems.



Today's Webinar
The role of a museum Collections Management System (CMS)
Standards to follow when using a museum CMS
A proposed process when working with a Museum CMS
The steps involved for procuring a museum CMS
Examples of CMS platforms and their cost
Resources required for effective collections management
Closing resources and time for questions



Questions?

Please place your questions in

the chat. They will be read out

loud by the host at the end of

each section and during the

question period at the end.



The Role of a CMS

The Collections Management System (CMS) is the digital version of a
card catalog or acquisition book. The CMS has evolved to effectively

capture the initial and evolving item information; as well as take on the

heavier lifting of exhibition planning and management, condition and

conservation treatment reporting, item inventory and auditing, tracking

incoming and outgoing loans, etc.



The Role of a CMS

The CMS is a tool that supports both the physical as well as intellectual

management of collection items.
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The Role of a CMS
Acquisition
Appraisal or valuation
Basic catalog data
Condition
Description
History and provenance
Insurance
Location
Reference information
Rights

Item Information Capture
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The Role of a CMS
Accession
Conservation
Exhibition planning
Loan management
Inventory and auditing
Movement and tracking
Reproductions
Reporting
Deaccessioning

Item Management



The Role of a CMS

Before item management is possible, item information must be known and

documented. This is the role of the CMS, but can also be achieved with

alternative methods of documentation. For example, using an excel

spreadsheet to track object information.



Questions & Discussion



Standards to Consult with CMS Work



Standards to Follow

American Alliance of Museums' Collection Stewardship Standards 
Collection Trust's Spectrum
National Park Service's Museum Handbook



Standards to Follow: American Alliance of Museums

Link: https://www.aam-us.org/programs/ethics-standards-and-

professional-practices/collections-stewardship-standards/



Standards to Follow: American Alliance of Museums



Standards to Follow: Collections Trust's Spectrum

Link: https://collectionstrust.org.uk/spectrum/



Standards to Follow: National Park Service

Link: https://www.nps.gov/museum/publications/handbook.html



Required Fields to use in the CMS 
(per NPS Museum Handbook)

Accession Number (object number)
Catalog Number (usually auto-assigned)
Cataloger (usually assigned per login)
Classification
Condition
Description
Item Count
Location
Object Name
Object Status



Common Vocabularies to Use
Library of Congress Authority Headings
Art and Architecture Thesaurus (AAT) from

Getty Research Institute
Cultural Objects Name Authority (CONA)

from Getty Research Institute
Nomenclature for Museum Cataloging

created by Robert Chenhall



Questions & Discussion



The Proposed Process When Working with a CMS



Select the items you intend to catalog. Focusing

on one area of the collection is more efficient as
the information for records will be similar, if not

the same.
Research and gather information about the

selected items either from the items themselves

or related resources.
Fill out catalog template (or spreadsheet)

providing information in each field. 
Follow descriptive standards and examples to

help construct an item description that meets

best practices.
Review the work completed and check for

spelling errors, typos, or incorrect information. 

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

Workflow for Item Entry



Speak with long-tenured personnel and

members of the community.
Review the items surrounding it.
Consult the paperwork in the accession file.
Perform quick subject deep-dives with.

reference material and available resources.

Gather & Research



Can import into a CMS.
Can copy/Paste identical information.
Can view information for related items

without switching between records.
Can review all items together for editing

purposes.

Begin with a Spreadsheet



How to Use the Spreadsheet



A Catalog Record Example



Questions & Discussion





The CMS Procurement Process



An increase or decrease in the CMS budget.
The staff interest or ability to use the CMS

changes.
There’s a shift in how technology is used.
There’s a change in operating system

requirements.
The CMS dies, becomes outdated, or is

acquired and merged with a different

company product.

Scenarios that lead to a new CMS



Procurement is the act of acquiring something. It
is the aggregate of steps taken to inform the

search and selection process.

Note: Whether a "purchase" is being made or

not, the CMS procurement process is one that

museum staff should thoughtfully engage in
when selecting their CMS.

Procurement



Creating Specifications
Questions for Staff to Consider: 

 What tools do I currently use that are

required to do my job?
 What tools do I not have that would

make my job easier?
What tools do I consider as mandatory

versus recommended?
What tools are so important that it's a

deal breaker if the CMS doesn't offer

that tool?

1.

2.

3.

4.



Creating Specifications
Questions for Specific to Organization Operations: 

What data about the collection do we need to capture? 
What collection management functions are the most critical

to our work?
What administrative control levels do we need?
What customization is needed (on both the front and back-

end) and can the CMS accommodate those needs?
What reports or other automation tools are desirable to

support museum staff? 
Do we need the CMS to also publish our collection publicly?

1.
2.

3.
4.

5.

6.



Creating Specifications
Questions Specific to Decision-makers: 

What is the one-time budget to cover one-time costs?
What is the annual CMS budget and is there a plan to

increase it year upon year?
Do I have the staff in place necessary to make full use of

the CMS?
Do the staff who need the CMS want additional training or

support in order to maximize their utilization of the CMS?

1.
2.

3.

4.



Creating Specifications
A Simplified Specification Rubric:



Questions & Discussion



CMS Options & Costs



A couple

correction notes

on the reading...



A Note About
Microsoft Access,
FileMaker Pro, Etc.

Requires extensive database

building and maintenance

knowledge.
Rarely built to accommodate

collection growth.
Usually dies or becomes outdated

when original creator leaves.
Is never set up intuitively enough to

easily migrate and increases

migration time and cost.
Not user friendly.
Doesn't provide a public point of

access.



A Note About 
Open Source Tools

Open source products are like free kittens.

They may be free, but the upkeep requires a

committed investment.
Staff expertise or a consultant on retainer

*must* be present and accounted for in order

to properly implement and maintain the CMS.
Open Source products are only as healthy as

their user community. No updates,

customizations, or troubleshooting is

available unless it can be sourced from a

responsive and knowledgeable community. 
Is never set up intuitively enough to easily

migrate and increases migration time and

cost.



All robust

products are now

built to be cloud-

based.
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AASLH's  Choosing a Collections

Management System:

https://drive.google.com/file/d/14FWcHjgrHu

2Hu1wLjj47TmlB6z-gGjgb/view
Canadian Heritage Information Network

CMS Vendor List:

https://www.canada.ca/en/heritage-

information-network/services/collections-

management-systems/collections-

management-software-vendor-profiles.html
Collections Trust (UK):

https://collectionstrust.org.uk/software/
Software Comparison Sites such as

Capterra and G2

Where
To Find CMS Options Listed:



Costs License to use
Per user, per item, per gigabytes 
Setup and implementation
Transfer and migration of data and files
Customization on backend and/or frontend



Free to Low-

Cost Examples

Omeka: Free (open source)
CollectionsSpace: Free (open source)
Collectify, Artwork Archive, etc.



Free to Low-

Cost Examples
https://libraryhost.com/pricing/



Free to Low-

Cost Examples
Past Perfect:

https://museumsoftware.com/web

edition.html#public-access



Free to Low-

Cost Examples
https://www.catalogit.app/museum



Low to

Moderate Cost

Examples
https://lucidea.com/

Lucidea's products (Argus and

ArchivEra) are approximately $7,500* or

$625/month
Lucidea's Essentia program offers a

"right-sized" approach to each product

that runs approximately $3,500* or

$291.66/month

*These are great prices because they usually require a multi-year contract.



Low to

Moderate Cost

Examples
https://collectorsystems.com/pricing.html



Low to

Moderate Cost

Examples
https://collectorsystems.com/pricing.html



Creatively leverage what you've got.

What do you do when

you can't afford a CMS?

Content Management Software (the "other" CMS)
Spreadsheets, simple databases, etc

File hosting services
WordPress or other simple (with free to low cost) options
Social platforms, such as: Flickr, Pintrest, etc.

Project Management Software

Item Information and Management:

Collection Sharing: 

Other:



Questions & Discussion



Resources Required for Effective Collections Management



Know What it Takes

People (time)
Training
Equipment (digitization equipment and

computer)
Software (CMS, likely others)
Storage: digital (server/cloud storage)
Utilities: electricity, internet

It's important to keep in mind that any collection

work takes resources (time + money).



Sustainability

Does our staff possess the knowledge necessary

to use and manage the CMS?
Does our staff have the time to use the CMS to its

full capacity? Is this requirement reflected in their

job descriptions?
Does our museum have the annual budget

available to comfortably cover annual costs of the

CMS?
Succession point -- easy to pickup

When choosing a CMS and making related collections

management decisions, consider the following

sustainability prompts:



Where Best Practice and

Pragmatism Meet

Employ best practices where you can.
Consistency is key.
Prioritize the elements that are most important for

your collection and organization.
Getting things "done" such as putting things online

with basic data, is better than little to no collections

items online.

Done is better than perfect, especially if perfection is

keeping you for providing care, management, and

access to collections.



Resources

Lucidea's Think Clearly Blog:

https://lucidea.com/author/rachael_woody/

Lucidea's Webinar Suite (Resources>Argus>Recorded

Webinars>Museums):
https://lucidea.com/argus/resources/

YouTube Channel:

https://www.youtube.com/c/RachaelCristineConsulting

Newsletter:
https://rachaelcristine.mykajabi.com/signup



Free e-book How to Select, Buy, and Use a Museum CMS: 
https://lucidea.com/blog/ready-to-read-how-to-select-

buy-and-use-a-museum-cms/



Free e-book A Survivor's Guide to Museum Grant Writing: 
https://lucidea.com/blog/ready-to-read-a-survivors-

guide-to-museum-grant-writing/



Grants

General Operating Support: https://artsandmuseums.utah.gov/general-

operating-support-gos-grants/
Project Grants: https://artsandmuseums.utah.gov/project-grants/



Questions?

Please place your questions in

the chat. They will be read out

loud by the host.



Rachael Cristine Woody
consulting@rachaelcristine.com | www.rachaelcristine.com

This project was made possible in part by the National Endowment for the Humanities.




