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12 February 2015  

 

Dear Sharon 

 

ASSOCIATION OF INDEPENDENT MUSEUMS RESPONSE TO MUSEUMS ASSOCIATION CODE OF ETHICS 

CONSULTATION 

 
The Association of Independent Museums (AIM) is the national organisation connecting, supporting and 

representing independent museums and galleries, which form the majority of the UK’s museums. AIM’s 

membership includes 800 museums, from the largest institutions to the smallest, volunteer-run museums. 

 

Summary Points: 

 
1. Cross-sector support: The Code needs to be a document that the whole sector endorses and can 

unite behind, otherwise it may well be ineffective in helping to meet current challenges such as 

unethical sale of collections. In order to ensure this is achieved a cross-sector working group is 

needed. 

2. Museum specific and based on ethical principles, not policy aspirations: The code should be 

concerned with issues that are specific to museums. It should be concerned with matters of ethics 

only: it should not replicate the existing legal framework within which museums operate and it 

should not include policy positions or general guidance. Museums are extremely diverse and the 

Code should identify matters of principle, but not be prescriptive about how those principles 

should be applied by individual museums. 

3. Short format based on key ethical principles: A shorter format, based on key principles relevant 

to museums (AIM proposes - Stewardship, Access and Integrity), should be used. This should be 

supported by more in-depth guidance or toolkits in separate documents, where needed. 

4. For museum organisations and museum professionals: The code should be drawn up with a clear 

understanding of who it is for. It should be used by all decision-makers in museums and museum 

organisations should sign up to it through the Accreditation process as well as museum 

professionals through the AMA: as such, it should be accessible to lay-people such as Trustees. 
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5. Linked to Accreditation: The Code should be effectively linked to Accreditation as the framework 

for baseline national standards for museums and galleries. 

6. Robust challenge: The Code must be in practice robust enough not only to withstand quasi-legal 

challenge, but also clear enough that a simple independent arbitration process can elucidate what 

is considered ethical behaviour from the unethical. The Arts Council Accreditation panel could 

well be an appropriate arbiter for judgments of this kind.

 

1. Cross-sector support 

It is essential that the Code of Ethics continues to be a document that all in the museum sector can 

support, in order for it to fulfil its purpose.  

We believe a joint working party of key sector organisations is required to ensure that this is achieved. 

AIM would be happy to join such a working party and looks forward to further involvement in shaping the 

revised Code.  

 

2. Museum specific and based on ethical principles, not policy aspirations 

Museums are extremely diverse and the Code should identify matters of principle, but not be prescriptive 

about how those principles should be applied by individual museums. 

If the Code includes topics extraneous to the issues that are unique to museums and galleries, it risks 

alienating some museums from feeling able to adopt it as a whole, even if they are in agreement with the 

museum-specific ethics it describes. This would dilute its usefulness and effectiveness in upholding the 

specific ethical behaviour required of museums and its authority, both of which are dependant upon its 

widespread acceptance and adoption.  

The Code should not be used to further policy aspirations, but should be concerned only with matters of 

ethics. 

The Code should take into account the existing statutory and legal framework and not seek to replicate or 

redefine this.  

The Code should not seek to define good practice in relation to areas where there is an existing legal 

framework and good practice guidance (often from outside the museum sector), which museums can 

utilise. The requirement on museums to uphold the core ethical principles (see 3) and to work within the 

existing legal framework will be sufficient in many situations and the Code of Ethics should not add to 

this. Working with vulnerable people or museum’s employment practices would be examples of situations 

where this would apply. See AIM’s response to the specific consultation questions.  

In some instances however, it might be useful for advice to be available for museums, separate from the 

Code of Ethics, to help them understand their legal responsibilities in certain areas and what good 

practice looks like (similar to the AIM Success Guides). Museum sector bodies should work together to 

ensure this is available. 

 

3. Short format based on key ethical principles 

We note that in the introduction to the consultation, the Museums Association argue that ‘the review is an 

opportunity for us to look at our values as a sector’ whilst also wanting to ensure that the code of ethics 
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is a ‘practical and useful guide for the UK’s museum professionals’. We believe that to achieve this, the 

Code itself should be concerned with key ethical principles and how these are applied in the 

circumstances that specifically relate to museums.  

Where further, practical guidance is needed (e.g. the Disposal Toolkit which already exists) this should be 

separated from the short, core statement of the principles of museum ethics. This would also make the 

Code more accessible to lay-people (see point 4).  

AIM believes the Code of Ethics could follow the pattern of the RIBA Code of Conduct, which includes a 

short summary of the values and principles required of its members and how these apply in the context of 

that sector, supported by separate guidance notes on a variety of topics linked to these principles. The 

core principles could be: 

 Stewardship (as in care of collections and knowledge, conservation, long-term responsibilities, 

sustainability etc.) 

 Access (as in maximising the accessibility for all and the public benefit that arises) 

 Integrity (as in organisational activity of staying true to such values both publicly and even when 

no one is looking!) 

This approach would be easier to update and adapt to changing circumstances and also could integrate 

existing guidelines such as the Disposal Toolkit into a suite of relevant information.  

Rather than repeat or summarise information already available in the public domain elsewhere, the Code 

should provide signposts to existing sources of advice and guidance produced by other bodies such as the 

Charity Commission, the Collections Trust, Arts Council England and AIM for example.  

 

4. Who is it for? Museum organisations and museum professionals 

The Code should be adopted by museum organisations and their governing bodies, through the 

Accreditation process, as well as being adopted by museum professionals through the AMA.  

This means that the Code should be an accessible document, which can be used by a wider range of 

people. There is a need for a more inclusive approach. Many museums are smaller, often volunteer-run 

organisations. The language and style of any new document should be clear, unambiguous and jargon-free, 

enabling those without formal museum qualifications or experience to understand the principles and 

issues they have a legal responsibility to deal with.  

In particular, the new code should have far better guidance for governing bodies; it is not enough to say as 

the current code does, that ‘members of governing bodies should be familiar with the code in its entirety’ 

and then draw attention to a list of paragraph numbers in the document. If the new code is to be 

accepted by all those involved with decision-making in museums, the language and content will need to be 

relevant.  

We believe that this is particularly important in the current environment, given the fact that many 

important decisions, particularly those regarding the future of collections and even museums themselves, 

are taken not by museum professionals, but by Trustees of governing bodies, senior council staff and 

elected members who are not MA members and have little or no museum experience.  

Careful consideration should therefore be given to what should be included in the Code of Ethics and what 

should be included in separate guidance for more detailed consideration. 
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5. Linked to Accreditation 

AIM considers that any new Code of Ethics should also take account of the broader remit now taken by the 

Accreditation process. Many of the issues tackled in the Code of Ethics including public access, collections 

management, research and acquisition and disposal are integral to the Accreditation Standard managed 

and assessed by Arts Council England. We believe that there should be a closer link between the two 

areas, particularly as in the case of discussions surrounding unethical sales, currently two separate 

disciplinary processes can be involved.  

 

6. Robust challenge 

A further question to be considered is how any new Code of Ethics might be enforced. As recent events 

have shown, some museum governing bodies have taken little notice of any sanction threatened as a 

result of carrying out unethical activities.  

Clearly if the new Code is a Museums Association document, expulsion from the MA remains an important 

sanction, but any broader discussion of sanctions should involve potential sector-wide agreement.  

The judgement in the light of the Code as to what constitutes ‘unethical’ behaviour is clearly a tricky area 

and must be a matter of judgement rather than decided by slavishly following a ‘tick-box’ code. AIM 

believes that there is strong merit in proposing that a third party - the Arts Council Accreditation Panel is 

likely to be first choice - is the arbiter in disputes of this kind. ACE already independently manages 

Accreditation and Designation, and it is also subject to the Nolan Principles. 

 

We have attached responses to the twenty-four questions in the online consultation to this letter.  

We are grateful to the MA for the work you are doing to review this very important museum sector 

document and we look forward to working with you during the next stages of the process.  

With best wishes 

Yours sincerely 

 

 

Matthew Tanner MBE 

Chairman of the Association of Independent Museums 

 

 

Responses to the Specific Questions asked in the Consultation: 

1. AIM believes that the top three Principles (rather than values) that should be embraced by all are: 

1.1. Stewardship (as in care of collections and knowledge, conservation, long-term responsibilities, 

sustainability etc.) 
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1.2. Access (as in maximising the accessibility for all and the public benefit that arises) 

1.3. Integrity (as in organisation activity of staying true to such values both publicly and even when 

no one is looking!) 

2. Issues for particular scrutiny are: 

2.1. Guidance on how to balance the responsibility for stewardship with that for access 

2.2. The need for a collective response to FRS30 and to consider what is and is not ethical sale of 

collections 

3. Make the code much shorter and simpler. 

4. Perhaps the RIBA code? 

5. Through the three Principles at 1. 

6. This is not relevant to a code of ethics, but rather an enforcement or policy issue in relation to the 

Principles and the wider legal framework.  

7. This is not relevant to a code of ethics, but rather an enforcement or policy issue in relation to the 

Principles and the wider legal framework.  

8. This is not relevant to a code of ethics, but rather an enforcement or policy issue in relation to the 

Principles and the wider legal framework.  

9. Acquisition requires clear understanding of the issues around right to the title of an object, as well as 

understanding the application of the Principles to it. 

10. Disposal is already spelled out, but greater clarity around FRS30 and what is ethical sale is needed. 

11. This is necessary as separate guidance under the basis of the three Principles. 

12. This should be subject to the three Principles and legal framework only 

13. The code covers acquisition and disposals of collection. Statute law (e.g. Charity, Company law etc) 

properly covers commercial activities. 

14. None not covered by the three Principles. 

15. Employment is properly covered by statute law and the three Principles. 

16. None not covered by the three Principles. 

17. None not covered by the three Principles and legal framework. 

18. None not covered by the three Principles. 

19. Digital should not be treated separately from the activities that it is enabling.  

20. None 

21. Human rights is properly covered by statute law. 

22. Not known 

23. None not covered by the three Principles. 

24. None not covered by the three Principles and legal framework.  

	  


