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Abstract 

BACKGROUND 

 Exhibitions are an area of work in which many libraries are engaged, however it is an under 

researched topic.  The roles of information professionals and exhibitions in libraries are 

both under-researched; this is identified in this study, which then seeks to address this gap 

and provide further insight into the topic. 

AIMS 

The study aims to develop an understanding of the involvement of information 

professionals in exhibition work in libraries; it investigates the skills and expertise required 

expertise required, together with the challenges and problems encountered by those 

working on exhibition projects in libraries. 

METHODS 

An online questionnaire was distributed to gather information about both exhibitions and 

the role of information professionals working on them.  Ninety-six responses were received.   

Three small scale case studies were carried out as a follow up to the questionnaire, for 

which interviews with individuals representing different sectors were conducted focusing 

on university and special collections, public libraries and national libraries.  

RESULTS 

Exhibition work forms a significant part of library work for many information professionals. 

The study has found exhibition work takes place across all sectors in a wide variety of 

libraries; however it most commonly occurs in special collections, universities and public 

libraries.  Key skills and expertise for exhibition work have been identified within five 

categories: practical skills, project management, interpersonal skills, knowledge, and 

creativity. The findings highlight several key challenges: lack of resources, time and funding, 

insufficient skills and training, lack of support from management, and the fact library 

collections are not always suited to being exhibited.  
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CONCLUSIONS 

 Exhibitions have potential to be part of strategies for promoting collections and library 

services, however exhibitions must be interesting and engaging to be successful. 

Information professionals responsible for exhibition projects require increased access to 

training, support and guidance. The study concludes that many of the skills required for 

exhibition work are not traditional skills of information professionals therefore more 

opportunities must be available to allow for development of essential skills and expertise. 
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1.1 Introduction 

This research project investigates exhibitions in libraries from the perspective of the 

information professional.  The study seeks to understand the role of information 

professionals involved in exhibition work. The investigation will focus on the impact of 

exhibition work for the professional through examination of the challenges encountered. 

This chapter sets out the research aims and objectives alongside an introduction to the 

topic, discussing the background and rationale to the study.   

1.1. Background 

1.1.1. What is an Exhibition? 

ά¢ƘŜ ŀŎǘ ƻǊ ŦŀŎǘ ƻŦ ŜȄƘƛōƛǘƛƴƎ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛƻƴǎΣ ƻōƧŜŎǘǎΣ ƻǊ 

information to the public for the purpose of education, 

ŜƴƭƛƎƘǘŜƴƳŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ ŜƴƧƻȅƳŜƴǘΦέ  

(Dean, 1996: 161) 

For the purpose of this research an exhibition is defined as a public display of books, 

artefacts, objects, and other materials.  Exhibitions can be online or physical and of any 

scale or duration, however this study focuses primarily on physical exhibitions.  The term 

exhibition has been favoured over display, as exhibition is more encompassing; the term is 

inclusive of both large scale exhibitions as well as small displays.  The research focuses on 

physical library exhibitions; that is to say, exhibitions curated by libraries. These may not, 

however, necessarily take place within the library itself; exhibitions of library collections 

taking place in a different location are also included. 

1.1.2. Exhibitions in Libraries 

Exhibition work is not considered a traditional function of libraries nor of the work of the 

information professional; however many libraries hold exhibitions, which take place on a 

variety of scales and for different purposes. Exhibiting is increasingly becoming a 

commonplace activity in libraries, as a strategy for promoting and highlighting collections 

(Schaeffer, 1991).  Exhibition work is happening on a range of scales from frequently 

changing displays of books and other materials arranged as a table-top display in a public 

library to permanent glass display cases within a university library. Thus exhibition and 
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display work is a part of the remit of the information professional. High profile examples of 

library exhibitions which are considered as much tourist attractions as libraries include the 

.ƻŘƭŜƛŀƴ [ƛōǊŀǊȅ ŀƴŘ ¢Ǌƛƴƛǘȅ /ƻƭƭŜƎŜ 5ǳōƭƛƴΩǎ hƭŘ [ƛōǊŀǊȅΣ ŀǎ ǿŜƭƭ ŀǎ ƴŀǘƛonal libraries such as 

the British Library and the Library of Congress in the US.  

1.2. Rationale 

The impetus for this research stems from an understanding that exhibition work in libraries 

is commonplace, yet under-researched.  According to Kemp and Witschi (1997) exhibitions 

in libraries are a valuable activity, yet rarely considered in job descriptions, budgets, 

professional training programmes or library school programmes.  Furthermore, according 

to Prendergast (2003) many professionals within the library sector ŘƻƴΩǘ ǊŜŎƻƎƴƛǎŜ ǘƘŜ 

value exhibitions can bring to libraries, and therefore do not provide the necessary support 

ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘȅΦ .ƻǿŜƴ ŀƴŘ wƻōŜǊǘǎ όмффоύ ƭŀōŜƭ ŜȄƘƛōƛǘǎ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ άƛƭƭŜƎƛǘƛƳŀǘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 

ƭƛōǊŀǊȅΦέ  There is a lack of comprehensive research into the value of exhibitions for libraries 

and the challenges this work creates for the information professional.  

Increasingly exhibitions in libraries are regarded as a key publicity strategy; they are an 

important method of showcasing library collections and attracting new customers 

(Schaeffer, 1991).  In the current time of uncertainty for library services, exhibitions have 

potential as an integral part of publicity, public relations and library promotion strategies.  

Library services are under increased pressure to prove their worth, therefore new ways of 

proving value need to be found.  Exhibitions hold great potential as part of this movement; 

however to be successful greater understanding of exhibitions is required.  

Exhibitions are a little-covered topic in the literature on library publicity and promotion. 

There is a need for research into the impact exhibition work has on the role of the 

information professional and greater understanding of the challenges this type of work 

presents.  AccordƛƴƎ ǘƻ {ŎƘŀŜŦŦŜǊ ŜȄƘƛōƛǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ŘƛǎǇƭŀȅ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘƛƻƴ ƘŀǾŜ άōŜŎƻƳŜ 

ǇŜǊƳŀƴŜƴǘ ǇŀǊǘǎ ƻŦ ŀ ƭƛōǊŀǊƛŀƴΩǎ Ƨƻō ŘŜǎŎǊƛǇǘƛƻƴέ όмффмΥ нύΣ ȅŜǘ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ a distinct lack of 

professional guidance and research literature about library exhibitions. Furthermore, Traue 

(2000) criticises the existing body of literature on exhibition theory and techniques as 

insufficient for the library community; the literature fails to address the problems specific 

to exhibiting library collections, whilst individual case studies do not provide information 

which is applicable on a broad scale.   Greater understanding of the challenges and 
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problems encountered by those working on exhibitions is needed to ensure that support 

and guidance is available. 

1.3. Research Aims and Objectives  

The study aims to examine the role of information professionals involved in physical 

exhibitions in libraries. The study aims to develop an understanding of the skills and 

expertise required by the information professional to create successful exhibitions of library 

collections and understand the challenges for information professionals involved in this 

work.  The research draws upon quantitative and qualitative data gathered using 

questionnaires and case studies to develop a greater understanding of library exhibition 

work.   It is hoped the research will provide insight into the impact of exhibition work on 

the role of the information professional and develop recommendations for improved 

practice in libraries.  

The topic will be investigated with the following objectives in mind: 

Objective 1: To determine the extent to which exhibition work 

occurs in libraries.  

Objective 2: To investigate the scope of involvement information 

professionals have in exhibition work. 

Objective 3: To identify the skills and expertise required by 

information professionals undertaking exhibition work. 

Objective 4: To identify the main problems encountered by 

information professionals and understand how they impact upon 

exhibitions in libraries.  



4 
 

2. Literature Review 

2.1.  Introduction 

A literature review has been conducted to establish an overview of current understanding 

on the topic.  The research methodology for this study has been informed by the findings of 

the literature review.  By scoping the breadth and depth of the topic within the existing 

body of literature, an idea of the key issues and themes has been established.  This 

understanding has been used to inform the data collection methods, highlighting key areas 

of questioning for the questionnaire stage of the research.  Furthermore, the literature 

review provides a theoretical framework to underpin the discussion of the findings and to 

draw conclusions on the research. 

Both librarianship and museum literature has been examined to draw together a 

comprehensive overview of current exhibition practices. The literature review begins by 

providing an overview of the scope of previous studies, discussion of the definitions of an 

exhibition from both the museological and librarianship discourses follow.  Next, the skills 

required by the exhibition creator as presented in the literature are considered, followed by 

the challenges and problems encountered by those involved in exhibition work.    Literature 

which offers practical advice and guidance to library staff involved in exhibition work is also 

examined. 

2.2.  Overview of Previous Studies  

A wealth of literature exists aimed at the museum professional, providing guidance and a 

theoretical framework for exhibition work (Belcher, 1991; Falk and Dierking, 2000; Velarde, 

2001; Lord and Lord, 2002; Black, 2005); however the amount of literature intended as a 

guide to exhibition work in libraries is more limited in both scope and value (Schaeffer, 

1991; Barteluk, 1993; Cleeve, 1995; Tedeschi and Pearlmutter, 1997; Brown and Power, 

2006). Much of the literature takes the form of anecdotal accounts of experiences staging 

exhibitions in libraries, primarily focusing on the benefits for libraries whilst offering some 

ad-hoc guidance to others wishing to pursue exhibition work.  It is also important to note 

that the literature possesses a bias towards academic libraries; there are, however, 

examples of exhibitions from national libraries, law libraries and public libraries.  
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There is also a selection of publications offering practical advice on key issues such as 

display methods, equipment and preservation, however much of the literature is outdated.  

Little research has been published examining the scale or impact of exhibitions in libraries; 

one example is a study by Kemp and Witschi (1997) examining  the potential of exhibition 

work as a form of outreach in academic libraries, however this is outdated and limited in its 

scope.    

2.3.  Defining the Exhibition 

ά9ȄƘƛōƛǘƛƻƴǎ ŎƻƳŜ ƛƴ ŀƭƭ ǎƘŀǇŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǎƛȊŜǎΧέ 

(Velarde, 2001:1) 

To fully develop an understanding of the role of exhibitions within libraries and the role of 

the information professional, it is prudent to first examine the definitions of an exhibition.  

According to Velarde (2001) the term άexhibitionέ is a semantic jungle; a word with 

numerous meanings in both the public and professional context.  A key definition is given 

by Dean (1996) who defines an exhibition as the overall creation which presents objects 

and information to a public audience.  Although exhibitions are traditionally associated with 

museums or art galleries, all exhibitions regardless of where they are located are 

underpinned by the same fundamental principles. Regardless of the type or purpose all 

exhibitions deal with the same elements: information, people, objects and space (Velarde, 

2001).  Thus an exhibition in a library or elsewhere is no different in definition to that in a 

museum if its aim is to present a collection to an audience. 

2.3.1. Perspectives in the Literature 

2.3.1.1. The Museological Perspective  

As exhibitions are an activity traditionally associated with museums. The Museological 

discourse has been considered to offer the perspective on what constitutes an exhibition 

within museums.   A distinction is made between displays and exhibitions whereby an 

exhibition is formed out of many displays; within the museum discourse, interpretation is 

the key factor distinguishing a display from an exhibition (Dean, 1996).  Interpretation is 

explained ōȅ 5Ŝŀƴ ŀǎ άǘƘŜ ŀŎǘ ƻǊ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ ƻŦ ŜȄǇƭŀƛƴƛƴƎ ƻǊ ŎƭŀǊƛŦȅƛƴƎΣ ǘǊŀƴǎƭŀǘƛƴƎΣ ƻǊ 

presenting a personal understanding about a subject or objectέ (1996: 6). Essentially it is 

the process of transforming a collection of objects into a display with a theme, meaning or 



6 
 

added significance.  Museums ǇƭŀŎŜ ƎǊŜŀǘ ŜƳǇƘŀǎƛǎ ƻƴ άǘƘŜ ǘǊŀƴǎƭŀǘƛƻƴΣ ƛƴǘŜǊǇǊŜǘŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ 

presentation of their collections and other intangible informationέ as a key part of creating 

an experience for the visitor (Lake-Hammond and Waite, 2010: 87). On a basic level 

interpretation allows a collection of objects to be woven into a narrative of educational or 

entertainment value.  

2.3.1.2. The Library Perspective  

Within the librarianship discourse there is far less discussion of exhibitions on a theoretical 

level; however a small number of authors from the library sphere do touch upon the issue 

including Traue (2000).  Here it is argued that whilst library collections are unlikely 

candidates for display in a museum or gallery due to lack visual appeal held by books, 

manuscripts and other paper based artefacts, library collections can be displayed effectively 

(Traue, 2000).  ¢ǊŀǳŜ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎŜǎ ƭƛōǊŀǊȅ ŜȄƘƛōƛǘƛƻƴǎ ǳǎƛƴƎ DǊŜŜƴōƭŀǘǘΩǎ ǘƘŜƻǊȅ ƻŦ ǊŜǎƻnance 

and wonder as a framework. Greenblatt (1991) distinguishes two types of exhibition: those 

that create wonder and those that create resonance. The theory of resonance and wonder 

is further outlined in Table 1. According to Traue (2000), objects usually found in library 

collections such as books and manuscripts generally lack the wonder element.  Instead they 

are artefacts which need to be exhibited incorporating the idea of resonance, emphasising 

a social, historical or cultural context of significance to the viewer ǇǊƻƳǇǘƛƴƎ άǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ 

ƘƻǿΣ ƻŦ ǿƘŀǘΣ ŀƴŘ ƻŦ ǿƘȅΣ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇǎ ŀƴŘ ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎǎΦέ ό¢ǊŀǳŜΣ нлллΥ спύΦ 

Table 1: Greenblatt's theory of resonance and wonder 

RESONANCE 

άǘƘŜ Ǉƻǿer of the displayed 

ƻōƧŜŎǘΧǘƻ ŜǾƻƪŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǾƛŜǿŜǊ 

the complex, dynamic cultural 

forces from which it has 

ŜƳŜǊƎŜŘέ 

(1991: 42) 

¶ The artefact is loaded with social, cultural and 

historical associations which resonate with the 

viewer. 

¶ Resonance gives meaning to an object by 

revealing significances like stories and events.   

¶ Viewer gains an awareness of the context and 

history of an object through the exhibition.  

WONDER 

άǘƘŜ ǇƻǿŜǊ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŘƛǎǇƭŀȅŜŘ 

ƻōƧŜŎǘ ǘƻ ǎǘƻǇ ǘƘŜ ǾƛŜǿŜǊΧǘƻ 

evoke an ŜȄŀƭǘŜŘ ŀǘǘŜƴǘƛƻƴέ 

(1991: 42) 

¶ Object creates a feeling of awe and wonderment 

for the viewer, often evoking powerful response 

to the beauty or rarity of the artefact.  

¶ Often objects of wonder are displayed in 

isolation to emphasis the physical wondrous 

qualities. 
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2.3.2. Defining the Library Exhibition 

In addition to considering a broad definition of exhibitions it is constructive to consider any 

definitions specifically defining exhibitions within a library context.  Again, as much of the 

literature within the library discourse adopts a more pragmatic stance, theoretical 

definitions for the library exhibition are limited. Schaeffer (1991) offers the most relevant 

and applicable definitions. Viewing exhibitions within the library context is viewed as wide-

ranging Schaeffer (1991) puts forward two different definitions which reflect the variation 

in form and style of exhibitions within libraries.  According to Schaeffer an exhibition within 

a library could be a simple display of books on a table or a large scale multimedia 

presentation.  Alternatively an exhibition could be defined ŀǎ άŀ ŎǊŜŀǘƛǾŜ ŀǊǊŀƴƎŜƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ 

visual elements designed ǘƻ ŎƻƴǾŜȅ ŀ ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎ ƳŜǎǎŀƎŜΦέ (Schaeffer, 1991: 3)  This latter 

definition is more aligned to the museum literature, where it is suggested that an exhibition 

presents objects with a message through the addition of interpretation (Dean, 1996).  

Furthermore Prendergast (2003) demonstrates an awareness of the importance of 

possessing awareness of theoretical debates whilst curating exhibitions.   

2.4.   Library Exhibitions 

2.4.1. Types of Exhibitions 

Within the literature it is apparent that library exhibitions fall into two main categories: 

physical and online.  Most of the literature is focused on the physical exhibition and display 

of books, artefacts and other items in the library.  However more of the most recent 

literature is focused on online exhibitions, as this is a growing trend for libraries (Lester, 

2006).   

The scope of exhibition work in libraries is both extensive and varied (Dutka, Hayes and 

Parnell, 2002). The literature is primarily focused on in-house library designed exhibits. 

Whilst libraries are also working in partnership with other organisations, loaning items for 

exhibition and managing spaces for external groups to exhibit, this work is not extensively 

covered in the literature.  Dutka, Hayes and Parnell (2002) discuss their experiences with 

partnerships and collaboration in academic libraries including creating exhibits with staff 

from other departments and utilising exhibition space for external travelling exhibits.  

Furthermore Dent (2002) provides an example of libraries loaning items from elsewhere for 

an exhibition project.  
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2.4.2. Exhibiting Collections 

As already discussed library collections are not the most obvious collections for display in 

an exhibition due to general lack of visual appeal.  The library discourse on exhibitions 

offers many examples of what is exhibited: most commonly books, manuscripts and 

pamphlets but also a wide range of less obvious items found in library collections, including 

photographs, illustrations, sound recordings and ephemera.  Prendergast (2003) 

emphasises the importance of visual appeal, ǎǘŀǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǾƛŜǿŜǊΩǎ ŜƴƎŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ ōŜƎƛƴǎ 

ǿƛǘƘ άŀ Ǿƛǎǳŀƭ ǎǘƛƳǳƭǳǎέ όнллоΥ офсύ; it is therefore vital that exhibited objects are eye-

catching and interesting to look at as well as possessing an intellectual interest point.  

Furthermore, the issue of what is exhibited extends beyond the choice of the individual 

items for display to the wider issue of the choice of concept or theme for an exhibition 

(Chadbourne, 1976; Cleeve, 1995; Prendergast, 2003).  

2.4.3. Exhibition Spaces  

The literature from the library discourse discusses the physical and logistical requirements 

for exhibiting, albeit briefly. There is limited discussion in the literature about venues for 

exhibitions; it can only be presumed that most library exhibitions take place within the 

library itself.  According to Dutka, Hayes and Parnell (2002) there are numerous potential 

exhibition spaces to be found within the library, however the suitability of such spaces 

depends on factors such as accessibility, visibility and availability of resources including 

display furniture.  

2.5.   Purpose of Library Exhibitions 

The literature offers numerous suggestions for the purpose of exhibitions in libraries and 

the benefits they can bring to an organisation (Cleeve, 1995; Byrd, 2001; Dent, 2002; 

Gifford, 2002; Prendergast, 2003).  The literature is primarily anecdotal accounts of 

experience. Very little research has been conducted to investigate the benefits of 

exhibitions for libraries.  Education, library advocacy, promotion of collections and 

entertainment are highlighted as the main reasons for exhibitions as illustrated by Table 2. 
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Table 2: Overview the purpose and benefits of library exhibits 

Purpose / Benefit 

 

Critic Key Quotes 

Education (Of 

Users) 

Chadbourne (1976)  ά¢he educational aspect is preeminent.έ όонмύ 

Dukta, Hayes and 

Parnell (2002) 

ά! self-learning experience.έ όмфύ 

Education (Of 

Library Staff) 

Chadbourne (1976) άThe library staff also profits by enhanced knowledge 

of their own collections.έ όоннύ 

Prendergast (2003) άtrospect of becoming better acquainted with the 

[rare-music] collections.έ όофпύ 

Library 

Advocacy 

Cleeve (1995) ά/reate a better awareness of the library 

ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜΧŀƴŘ ǎǘǊŜƴƎǘƘŜƴ ǘƘŜ ƭƛōǊŀǊȅΩǎ ŎƻǊǇƻǊŀǘŜ 

identity.έ όонύ 

Byrd (2001) ά9xhibitions can promote academic libraries to the 

wider public.έ 

Dent (2002) ά±ital part of demonstrating that libraries and their 

collections and services are still not only relevant but 

crucial.έ  

Prendergast (2003) άwaise the ƭƛōǊŀǊȅΩǎ Ǿƛǎƛōƛƭƛǘȅ.έ όофоύ 

Promotion Of 

Collections 

Cleeve (1995) άweally valuable marketing tool.έόомύ 

Dukta, Hayes and 

Parnell (2002) 

ά{ƻƳŜ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛƻƴǎΧǿƛƭƭ ǎŜƭŘƻƳ ōŜ ǎŜŜƴ ƻǊ ǳǎŜŘ 

ǳƴƭŜǎǎ ǇƘȅǎƛŎŀƭƭȅ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŜŘΦέ όнлύ 

Accessibility 

Morris (1991) άaake special collections more accessible to both the 

scholarly and non-specialist public.έ 

Byrd (2001) άhpenness and accessibility.έ 

Public Relations 

Cleeve (1995) άtrovides a very useful customer contact point.έ όонύ 

Chadbourne (1976) ά/reate good public relations by offering diversion 

ŦǊƻƳ ǊƻǳǘƛƴŜ ǳǎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƭƛōǊŀǊȅΩǎ ǊŜǎƻǳǊŎŜǎ.έ όонмύ  

Leisure & 

Entertainment 

Schaeffer (1991) ά9xhibits can inform, educate, amuse or inspire.έ 

(143) 

Chadbourne (1976) άDive readers... the opportunity to refresh 

themselves with a break, to reflect, or simply to 

relax.έ όонмύ 

Whilst exhibitions are primarily considered to be advantageous for educational and 

marketing purposes, Gifford (2002) argues that as well as these functions, library 

exhibitions also have the potential to be entertaining.   This idea is reiterated by 

Chadbourne (1976) and Schaeffer (1991). Chadbourne suggests exhibitions in the library 

can offer a place of escape for the researcher, something to do whilst taking a break.  

Furthermore Schaeffer identifies four key benefits for libraries as a result of exhibiting 

(Figure 1). 
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2.5.1. Education 

According to the museum literature one of the primary functions of the museum is to 

educate visitors, an aim it achieves through exhibitions (Dean, 1996). Within the library 

discourse the question is raised as to whether libraries can also use exhibitions to stimulate 

further intellectual engagement with collections and educate (Gifford, 2002).  Byrd (2001) 

argues that library collections have a similar educational function to museums and other 

orƎŀƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴǎ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƘƻƭŘ άŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭƭȅ ƻǊ ƘƛǎǘƻǊƛŎŀƭƭȅ ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴǘ ƻōƧŜŎǘǎέ όнллмΥ ммсύΦ ! library 

holding objects of contextual significance, whether social, cultural or historical, has the 

potential to play a similar educational role to a museum by exhibiting collections 

(Prendergast, 2003). More broadly the library is thought by many to hold a key role as an 

educator and knowledge disseminator, thus exhibitions help fulfil this role.  

Within the library literature there are examples of exhibitions with a clear educational 

purpose; for instance Frías (1995) cites the importance of exhibitions as a tool for library led 

AIDS education programmes, with exhibitions forming part of a strategy to educate 

communities alongside other elements such as talks and workshops.   Furthermore Allen 

(1999) discusses the benefits of exhibitions in enhancing the education of students; the 

case study focuses on making special collections more accessible to undergraduate 

students including examination of exhibiting university library special collections in order to 

ŜƴƘŀƴŎŜ ǘƘŜ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜΦ  ²ƘŜƴ ǇŜǊŎŜƛǾŜŘ ŀǎ ŀ άƘǳƳŀƴƛǘƛŜǎ ƭŀōƻǊŀǘƻǊȅέ όAllen, 

1999: 111) the special collections department offers students a more enriched and 

participatory experience.  By creating exhibitions these enriched experiences can be more 

frequent, through increased opportunities for access to materials.   

1. AESTHETICS : the library becomes more 

attractive 

2. ECONOMICS : increased users can lead to   

more funding 

3. EFFICIENCY : library staff gain a better 

knowledge of collections  

4. ENTHUSIASM : resulting in a better 

performing service 

 
Figure 1 : The four key benefits of library exhibitions 
(Schaeffer, 1991) 
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2.5.2. Library Advocacy 

The literature suggests use of exhibitions by libraries can raise the profile of collections and 

increase use.  

ά!ƴ ŜȄƘƛōƛǘƛƻƴ Ŏŀƴ ŀƴŘ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ŀ Ǿƛǘŀƭ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ŘŜƳƻƴǎǘǊŀǘƛƴƎ 

that libraries and their collections and services are still not only 

relevant but are crucial to successfǳƭ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ŦƛƴŘƛƴƎέ 

(Dent, 2002) 

Libraries must develop new promotional strategies to reach out to current and potential 

users ό{ŎƘƳƛŘǘΣ нллтύΦ   Lƴ ŀ ƳŀǎǘŜǊΩǎ level research project Smith (2005) investigates the 

strategies employed by special collections for marketing and promoting services. Promotion 

in the library context is defined by Gupta (2006) as an activity designed to drive demand for 

a product or service, with example activities listen as exhibitions and displays. Considering 

the potential threat of funding cuts for libraries, particularly in the current economic 

climate, it is vital that libraries promote their services.   Exhibitions are considered by 

Schaeffer (1991)to be a key proƳƻǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǘƻƻƭ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ŀ ƭƛōǊŀǊȅΩǎ marketing strategy, as 

exhibitions are one of the most visual means of showcasing what the library can offer.  

Similarly Cleeve (2003) views exhibits as a valuable marketing tool but stresses that a poor 

exhibition can cause damage to the reputation of the library. Byrd (2001) comments that 

exhibitions are a strategy often adopted to highlight special collections, emphasising what 

your service can offer in comparison to competitors.   

Schmidt (2007) argues that libraries must develop new promotional strategies to reach out 

to current and potential users.  Libraries need to do more to publicise services and 

collections in order to remain relevant in the 21st century (Giuliano, 2009); exhibitions are a 

tool allowing libraries to remind the public of the importance of the services provided 

forming a crucial element of a librariaƴΩǎ ǇǳōƭƛŎƛǘȅ ŎŀƳǇŀƛƎƴΦ 9ȄƘƛōƛǘƛƻƴǎ Ǉƭŀȅ ŀ ǊƻƭŜ ƛƴ 

advocating for the library service and developing a community of users (Dent, 2002).  
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2.5.3. Promotion of Collections 

Exhibitions are cited in the literature as a method to promote collections and increase 

awareness of their existence; an exhibition has great potential as an opportunity to 

highlight a collection which might otherwise be relatively unknown.  Exhibitions are 

highlighted in the literature as a strategy often adopted by special collections libraries to 

promote their collections. They are a popular method for showcasing the collections and 

highlighting the treasures held by the library (Byrd, 2001).   Warnaby and Finney (2005) cite 

the benefit of touring exhibitions which have the potential to facilitate access to collections 

to a wider audience; when possible touring exhibitions facilitate the showcasing of 

collections to a greater proportion of the population.  In most cases an exhibition of a 

special collection allows those who would not otherwise have access to enjoy and 

appreciate items held by a library.  

Furthermore for many libraries exhibitions can play a key role in demonstrating uniqueness; 

Whittaker (2006) views this as crucial in the age of the homogenous academic library. 

Today many libraries hold similar collections and offer similar services. Whittaker suggests 

that for libraries, particularly in the higher education sector, special collections are a way of 

a library offering something unique and individual to the customer.  Exhibiting these 

collections is another way of exploiting that uniqueness and increasing use of a collection 

and of the library service.  

2.6.  The Exhibition Creator 

A key issue of investigation in this study is the information professional as exhibition 

creator.  The literature provides insight into what this role involves for the information 

professional. Wythe (2007) discusses the convergence of library and museum work, 

suggesting that library staff have begun to adopt skills from the museum profession, 

particularly for outreach exercises such as exhibitions. In an article focused on the role of 

the archivist as exhibition curator Lester (2006) suggests that guidance can be sought from 

the museum professional; this idea is equally applicable to the library sector. However 

questions are raised in the literature asking whether library professionals are equipped with 

the appropriate skills to create exhibitions.  Schaeffer highlights a key problem: άŀǊǘ ŀƴŘ 

design techniques arŜ ǊŀǊŜƭȅ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ŀ ƭƛōǊŀǊƛŀƴΩǎ professional skills.έ (1991: 4). Solutions 

must be found to overcome this barrier before libraries can create successful exhibitions.  
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Exhibition work is traditionally associated with the museum profession; information 

professionals are not normally thought of as exhibition creators.  The process of creating an 

exhibition can be complex and specialist work, demanding a specific skill set (Dean, 1996).  

Museum careers including exhibition curatorship are becoming increasingly 

professionalised (MacDonald, 2006). In recent years there has been a development of 

professional training courses and growth in the significance of professional codes of 

practice in the museum sector (Boylan, 2010).   According to Velarde (2001) an exhibition 

designer should be highly trained, preferably to postgraduate level, to attain the high level 

of expert knowledge required to create exhibitions.   

2.6.1. The Skills of the Exhibition Creator 

ά9ȄƘƛōƛǘǎ Ŏŀƭƭ ŦƻǊ ƻǳǊ ōŜǎǘ ǘƘƛƴƪƛƴƎΣ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘΣ ǿǊƛǘƛƴƎΣ ǇƭŀƴƴƛƴƎΣ 

ƻǊƎŀƴƛǎƛƴƎέ  

(Dutka et al, 2002: 20) 

A review of the literature highlights a wide variety in the skills required for exhibition work, 

dependant on the scope of the involvement and the type of exhibition.  However there is 

limited discussion within the library literature, about the skills required and about how to 

gain or develop them.  Most of the literature examining the skills of the exhibition creator is 

found within the museum literature, which is not ideal on a practical level for those working 

in libraries.  Dean (1996) provides a list of core skills required by an exhibition creator: 

creativity, problem solving, aesthetic sense, project management, writing skills, 

interpretation skills, audience awareness and teamwork (1996: 1).  Along with the skills to 

create and install an exhibition it is also vital to have the skills to market and publicise the 

exhibitions (Cleeve, 1995). Whilst many of these skills are fairly generic and core to 

librarianship such as problem solving, project management and teamwork (Kinkus, 2007; 

Field, 2008; Widdows, 2010); others such as design and interpretation are specific to the 

role of curator and therefore must be acquired by the library professional undertaking 

exhibition work.    
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2.6.1.1.Project Management 

As with any other project within the library, an exhibition requires application of a range of 

project management skills: goals and objectives must be set, a timeframe for the work 

established, resource requirements considered and a budget planned.  Good planning skills 

are crucial according to Dutka et al (2002); information professionals involved in exhibition 

work need to employ project management skills to ensure the exhibition is well planned 

and carefully thought out to guarantee success.  Similarly Cleeve (1995) discusses in detail 

the importance of more pragmatic management skills in addition to creative flair, to ensure 

a successful exhibition effective planning is required; thus the exhibition creator must 

possess the skills to manage time, resources, budgets and people.  

2.6.1.2.Design skills 

The literature emphasises the importance of design skills for those working on exhibitions.  

It is the designer who provides the bridge between the object and the audience (Velarde, 

2001); design is more than a presentation tool but a valuable tool for disseminating 

information to an audience (Lake-Hammond and Waite, 2010). The role of the designer is 

gaining importance in the museums sector, indicating a convergence of the traditional 

curatorial roles. This topic is not addressed comprehensively within the library discourse; 

Schaeffer (1991) suggests design skills are not part of the ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭǎΩ ǎƪƛƭƭ 

set. 

2.6.1.3. Interpretation 

 Interpretation is another core skill required for exhibition work; referring back to the 

definition of an exhibition, interpretation is required to create the transformation from a 

collection of objects on display to an exhibition.  Interpretation allows a dialogue to be 

established between the object and its audience, thus it is important that the exhibition 

creator has the skills to present the right information about an object in an accessible way.  

Prendergast (2003) discusses the importance of interpretation skills further suggesting that 

άǘƘŜ ŎǳǊŀǘƻǊ ŀŎŎŜǇǘǎ ǘƘŜ ǊƻƭŜ ƻŦ liaison between the object aƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŀǳŘƛŜƴŎŜέ (395) creating 

frames of reference, drawing out contextual meanings, and developing a storyline for the 

viewer.  To refer back to Dean, and Lake-Hammond and Waite (2010) interpretation is 

significant in providing a point of access to the collection for the visitor, enabling an 

enriched learning experience to take place.  
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2.7.  The Problems and Challenges for Exhibition Creators 

Several key problems for library staff involved in exhibition work can be identified, including 

lack of time, budgetary constraints, insufficient training and resources, and the 

undervaluation of exhibitions as a library activity.  An overview of the key points identified 

in the literature is included in Appendix A 

Time is highlighted in the literature as a major problem for library staff involved in 

exhibition work (Chadbourne, 1976; Kemp and Witschi, 1997; Prendergast, 2003).  

tǊŜƴŘŜǊƎŀǎǘ όнллоύ ƴƻǘŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ōŀƭŀƴŎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŘŜƳŀƴŘǎ ƻŦ ŎǳǊŀǘƛƴƎ ŀƴ ŜȄƘƛōƛǘƛƻƴ ǿƛǘƘ ƻƴŜΩǎ 

day to day role can be challenging. Furthermore many librarians are lacking in the right 

training and guidance to create exhibitions of the standard required to be more successful; 

Dent (2002) comments that her lack of curating experience meant exhibition work was a 

steep learning curve.   

Research by Kemp and Witschi (1997) indicates exhibition work in libraries is informal; they 

state very few libraries have policies and procedures in place relating to exhibition work.  

According to Kemp and Witschi (1997) exhibitions are traditionally viewed as secondary to 

core library work; they note that exhibition work is often not included in library job 

descriptions, budgets, strategic documents or library school courses.  Furthermore the 

value of exhibitions is also considered problematic; Cleeve suggests that a proportion of the 

ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴ ǾƛŜǿ ŘƛǎǇƭŀȅ ǿƻǊƪ ŀǎ ŀ άŦǊƛǾolous, non-Ŏƻǎǘ ŜŦŦŜŎǘƛǾŜέ όмффр:32) activity. 

Dupont (2007) discusses the issue of visitor expectations, which could be a potential 

problem for those creating library exhibitions.  Whereas visitors to museums expect 

exhibitions and come with a purpose linked to leisure and entertainment, visitors to the 

library come with the purpose of seeking specific information.  A fundamental difference in 

the perception of the purpose of museums and libraries could potentially make library 

exhibitions less successful.  However this notion is countered by the literature which offers 

examples of extremely successful exhibitions (Dent, 2002). 

2.8. Practical Guidance 

Guidance can be found within the literature to aid in the creation of exhibitions within 

libraries (Chadbourne, 1976; Caswell, 1985; Cleeve, 1995; Dent, 2002; Brown and Power, 

2006). Much of this advice comes from library workers with involvement in exhibition 

projects in anecdotal form.  Prendergast (2003) offers considerable advice on the 
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practicalities of exhibition work based on experiences of curating an academic library 

exhibition; display design, sensitivity to the context of the visitor and marketing are 

highlighted as key areas to consider.  Although the article is dated Chadbourne (1976) 

offers practical guidance which still ƘƻƭŘǎ ǊŜƭŜǾŀƴŎŜ ŦƻǊ ǘƻŘŀȅΩǎ ǘǿŜƴǘȅ-first century 

librarian.  Chadbourne (1976) stresses the importance of planning, stating that preparation 

is the key to a successful exhibition.  Traue (2000), however, criticises the current advice in 

the literature deeming it insufficient.  

The literature also exists advising on issues of preservation relating to exhibitions. 

Preservation and collection care are a serious consideration for libraries looking to exhibit.  

Guidelines are found in the literature advising on best practice for exhibitions in libraries; 

The National Preservation Office (2000) offers guidance about the care and preservation of 

library materials whilst on display.  The guidelines include measures to prevent damage to 

materials during an exhibition, advising on environmental factors, display methods and 

security of materials.   

2.9. Conclusion 

It is apparent that the literature examining exhibitions from a library perspective is largely 

anecdotal with very little rigorous research available on the topic. It is clear that published 

information intended to offer practical advice and guidance on exhibitions in libraries for 

library staff is both limited and dated.  Furthermore the coverage given to exhibition work 

within the context of the role of information professional is limited, resulting in limited 

understanding of the scope and impact of this work.  The literature focused on library 

exhibitions is largely anecdotal, and whilst this has value and purpose there is a clear gap in 

the knowledge on this topic.    

Whilst there is a wealth of literature on the topic of exhibitions ranging from practical 

guidance to theoretical studies on purpose of the museum exhibition, it is not directly 

relevant to exhibitions in a library context.  A lack of underpinning expert knowledge exists 

concerning the exhibition of library materials as the theoretical literature is focused on 

museums rather than exhibitions in libraries,. For example the definitions of what 

constitute an exhibition are largely focused on museum exhibitions; these definitions 

underpin the rest of the literature influencing discussion of the required skills and 

expertise, as well as the practical how-to guidance.  The result of this is that the provision of 
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guidance is not tailored towards the library profession and may not be as useful in a 

practical context.   

The breadth of the topic covered in the literature is extensive even if the discussion is does 

not often reach a deep level of critical analysis.  Overall much of the literature from a library 

perspective provides good insight into to the scope of exhibitions in libraries, the purpose 

and potential benefits, and the problems and challenges which information professionals 

may encounter.   Key reasons for exhibitions in libraries include education, advocacy, 

promotion of collections, and entertainment; whilst the benefits include increased 

customer numbers, stronger community links, improved staff knowledge and the potential 

for increased funding.    
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3. Methodology  

3.1.   Research Design 

The research framework for this project incorporates components of a qualitative cross-

sectional study with case study elements (Bryman, 2008). The first stage in the research 

design aims to collect both quantitative and qualitative data about the scope of 

contemporary exhibition work by means of a questionnaire. Specific sectors are then 

further investigated through the case study elements using interviews as the primary 

means of data collection.  The research design utilises the concurrent triangulation strategy 

set out by Creswell (2003) incorporating a literature review, questionnaire and small case-

studies which involve interviews and observation as the main investigative components, 

giving the study added rigour.   

3.1.1. Theoretical Framework 

The research adopts an inductive framework, taking an exploratory stance on the topic; the 

research approach seeks to identify common patterns and emerging themes, allowing a 

theory to be derived from the data as an iterative process (Bryman, 2008).  Essentially the 

collection of data is informed by the data which has already been gathered (Silverman, 

2006).  An inductive approach was chosen to develop a theory out of the research. 

 

Figure 2 : The inductive research process (adapted from Bryman, 2008) 

The inductive approach allows the identified gap in current knowledge to be thoroughly 

addressed, allowing a broad range of themes to emerge rather than focusing on specific 

ωObserve a gap in the current knowledge and 
formulate research question to be explored OBSERVATION 

ωGather data using questionnaire and interviews to 
investigate the research question  DATA COLLECTION 

ωExplore the findings to identify patterns and themes 
in the data FINDINGS 

ωDraw conclusions from the findings to develop new 
understandings on the topic HYPOTHESIS 

ωDevleop theories and ideas for best practice as an 
outcome of the research THEORY 
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pre-determined issues (Bryman, 2008).  Figure 2 illustrates the inductive research process 

implemented for this study.   

3.1.2. Research Strategy 

Cross-sectional design elements incorporated with case studies bring together quantitative 

and qualitative research tools as a research strategy. This strategy draws upon the 

theoretical underpinnings of mixed-methods research incorporating both data types within 

one study (Creswell, 2003).  The strategy has been chosen as mixed-methods allowing both 

quantitative and qualitative data to be collected, crucial to fully investigating the topic.  

Quantitative data is useful for establishing what happens whilst qualitative data can be 

used to understand why something happens.  A stronger hypothesis can be established by 

incorporating both types of data into the research (Gorman and Clayton, 2005).  

3.1.2.1. Meeting the Research Aims and Objectives 

Objectives 1 and 2 are investigated through collection of qualitative data using a 

questionnaire. These research questions seek to develop an understanding of the scope 

and scale of exhibition work in libraries and what the involvement of the information 

professional is.   

Objectives о ŀƴŘ п ǎŜŜƪ ǘƻ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƛƳǇƭƛŎŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ΨǿƘŀǘΩ ŀƴŘ ŀǊŜ ǘƘǳǎ more 

suited to a qualitative approach, in this case using interviews, observation and qualitative 

open ended questions in the questionnaire.  For the analysis quantitative and qualitative 

data are brought together, with the conclusions drawn from both datasets. 

3.1.2.2. Benefits of the Research Strategy 

According to Creswell άǘƘŜ ǊŜǎǳƭǘǎ ŦǊƻƳ ƻƴŜ ƳŜǘƘƻŘ Ŏŀƴ ƘŜƭǇ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇ ƻǊ ƛƴŦƻrm the other 

ƳŜǘƘƻŘέ ό2003: 15); by incorporating qualitative and quantitative data the results of the 

study can be contextualised by drawing upon different datasets. Quantitative data is 

required for this study to give contextualisation to the research; an indication of the extent 

of exhibition work is required to fully understand the experiences of the individual 

participants.  Due to the sparse coverage of the topic in the literature it is essential that the 

research design incorporates the collection of this data to provide necessary 

contextualisation (Pope and Mays, 1995).  Ultimately a more complete and comprehensive 
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understanding of the challenges for information professionals involved in exhibition work 

can be established by use of a combination of methods. 

3.2.   Methods of Investigation 

The research design comprised of three main methods of investigation: a questionnaire, 

case-studies involving interview and observation, and a literature review.  These methods 

are illustrated in Figure 3 in which the different phases of data collection within the 

research design are exemplified.  This diagram is a simplified representation of the process; 

stages such as Phase 1, the literature review, continued throughout the process rather than 

at solely at the beginning.  

 

Figure 3 : The data collection process 

 

3.2.1. Literature Review 

A literature review was conducted to scope the topic and identify key areas of focus; 

reviewing existing literature allowed gaps in the body of knowledge to be identified, giving 

scope for areas of further research.  This formed the first phases of the collection process 

as illustrated in Figure 3, however, this process continued throughout the study, to ensure 

that the research was underpinned by the most current literature.  The literature review 

provided a theoretical context to underpin the research and assist in the formulation of the 

research objectives (Walliman, 2010).  This stage in the research was conducted to identify 

key topics for inclusion in the questionnaire and interviews.  
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3.2.2. Questionnaire 

The questionnaire comprised of a mixture of closed and open questions to gain a 

quantifiable overview of exhibition work whilst also gathering qualitative information about 

the challenges faced by library staff.   Although a questionnaire is traditionally viewed as a 

quantitative research tool, by using open questions the questionnaire also generates 

qualitative data.  The questionnaire forms the quantitative element of the research project, 

surveying library staff about exhibition work in their libraries to gain an indication of the 

scope and extent of this type of work.   

A questionnaire was selected as the method for this phase in the research, as a means of 

data collection suitable for surveying a large community was required.  Moreover, as it was 

clear from the literature review that exhibition work is not limited to one particular sector, 

it was essential that the method could reach a diverse population.  This method was most 

appropriate as it was an excellent method for ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛƴƎ Řŀǘŀ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ άƭŀǊƎŜ ŀƴŘ 

ƎŜƻƎǊŀǇƘƛŎŀƭƭȅ ŘƛǎǇŜǊǎŜŘ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅέ ƛƴ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴ όtƛŎƪŀǊŘΣ нллтΥ муоύΦ   The questionnaire 

was conducted online using the web-based tool SurveyGizmo, significantly reducing time 

and cost factors and increasing the number of respondents as participation was relatively 

quick and easy. 

The questionnaire was split into a number of sections; the first asked about participation in 

exhibition work and sectors of involvement.   The next section focused on questions about 

the exhibitions, gathering data about elements such as frequency and duration.  The third 

asked respondents about their own experience of exhibition work, including questions 

about training and the problems encountered whilst working in exhibitions.  The final 

section focused on the perception of skills required to undertake exhibition work.   A copy 

of the questionnaire is included in Appendix B 

3.2.3. Case Studies 

For this research project the case studies focus on different sectors in which library exhibits 

take place. Three case studies were conducted investigating in more depth the scope of 

involvement for information professionals and the challenges presented by each sector.  

Yin (2003) discusses representative case studies as a research method; a representative 

ŎŀǎŜ ǎǘǳŘȅ ǿŀǎ ŎƘƻǎŜƴ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ άǘƘŜ ƻōƧŜŎǘƛǾŜ ƛǎ ǘƻ ŎŀǇǘǳǊŜ ǘƘŜ ŎƛǊŎǳƳǎǘŀƴŎŜs and 

ŎƻƴŘƛǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ŀƴ ŜǾŜǊȅŘŀȅ ƻǊ ŎƻƳƳƻƴǇƭŀŎŜ ǎƛǘǳŀǘƛƻƴέ ό¸ƛƴΣ нллоΥ пмύΤ ǘƘŜ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭ ŎŀǎŜ 
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studies act as examples of the broad category to which they belong.   The case studies draw 

upon interviews as a primary source of data.  Each case study involved visiting a participant 

at their place to work to conduct the interview and observe any exhibition work at the 

organisation. The case studies draw upon data from the questionnaire for contextualisation 

and are supported by evidence from the literature.  

3.2.3.1. Case Study Interviews 

LƴǘŜǊǾƛŜǿǎ άŦŀŎƛƭƛǘŀǘŜ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŀ ƭŀǊƎŜ ǉǳŀƴǘƛǘȅ ƻŦ ǊƛŎƘ Řŀǘŀέ όDƻǊƳŀƴ ŀƴŘ /ƭŀȅǘƻƴΣ 

2005: 126) from a participant. The method was chosen for this research project to provide 

additional data in supplement to the questionnaire.  Interviews allow for rich and in-depth 

data to be collected about a particular case.  A semi-structured approach was chosen as set 

out by Gorman and Clayton (2006); it allows for in-ŘŜǇǘƘ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ΨǎƻŦǘΩ ŀǎǇŜŎǘǎ 

of the topic.  Another important advantage of the interview method is that it offers scope 

for clarification of questions and further exploration of meaning, thus producing more 

reliable and relevant results when used in conjunction with the questionnaire research 

method.  

The interview was structured using a guide, setting out the key topics to ensure nothing 

critical was excluded.  However it was ensured that the interviews retained an element of 

spontaneity as recommended by Seidman (2006); an interview guide was merely used as a 

tool for prompting where necessary allows the topic to be more comprehensively 

investigated.  Whilst the researcher may have an idea of what can be discussed it is 

important that opportunity is given to explore causation and for new and unexpected ideas 

to emerge.  Furthermore semi-structured interviews allowed the same key issues to be 

discussed in each case study (Seidman, 2006). A sample interview guide is included in 

Appendix C. 

3.3.  Conducting the research 

3.3.1. Conducting the Literature Review 

Initially keyword searches were undertaken searching the LISA, Emerald Management 

Reviews, Scopus and Google Scholar databases.  This method returned some relevant 

results and provided an idea of the journals and publications to browse for further 

literature.  Another method of searching for relevant literature was citation searches and 

reference browsing.  
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3.3.2. Piloting 

3.3.2.1. Questionnaire 

The questionnaire was piloted using a small sample of volunteers drawn from MA 

Librarianship students and connections on the micro-blogging service Twitter, to ensure the 

questions followed an appropriate structure and were free from ambiguity.   As a result of 

piloting alterations were made; the wording of questions was changed in response to 

feedback. Subsequently a follow up test was carried-out after making adjustments to 

double-check that the questionnaire was suitable for use. 

The research methods literature recommends piloting using a sample knowledgeable about 

the research topic (Yin, 2003); however this was impractical for the research project, hence 

volunteers outside the target population were selected.  Piloting using a sample not 

connected to the topic ensured that all data collected from professionals involved in 

exhibition work could be used as part of the research project. It was not deemed viable to 

waste data which could potentially be used in the final study. 

3.3.2.2. Case Study Interviews 

Due to the short duration of the study a pilot case study was not fully conducted as 

recommended by Yin (2003) however the interview element of the case studies was 

piloted.  Before interviews were conducted the interview schedule was piloted to ensure 

the researcher was practiced at asking questions with clarity and in a logical order. As the 

interviews were semi-structured it was not possible to pilot a strict interview but the 

process allowed the interview guide to be tested. Piloting the interview also allowed the 

researcher to test the practical elements such as the recording equipment as well as 

develop an effective method of note taking. 

As with the questionnaire the interview schedule was piloted using volunteers drawn from 

the study body rather than those involved in exhibition work.  Again this was for practical 

reasons; piloting using other library school students ensured that all data collected from 

professionals involved in exhibition work could be used as part of the research project. As a 

result of piloting the interview guide, using postgraduate research students with experience 

of conducting interviews for projects, the order of topics was changed to make the flow of 

questioning more logical. 
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3.3.3. Samples 

Initial research highlighted that exhibition work takes place across a range of organisations, 

in libraries but also in archives and other collection-based services.  To focus and 

standardise the sample for this research the emphasis was upon libraries although an 

exception was made with regards archive collections which form part of university libraries. 

hŦǘŜƴ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜǎ ŀǊŜ ƳŜǊƎŜŘ ǘƘǳǎ ƳŀƪƛƴƎ ŀ ŘƛǎǘƛƴŎǘƛƻƴ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ŀ ǳƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅΩǎ ƭƛōǊŀǊȅΣ ǎǇŜŎƛŀƭ 

collections department and archive can be difficult.  The samples used for the research 

reflect this decision.   

3.3.3.1. Questionnaire 

For practical reasons self-selecting sampling was used to conduct the questionnaire 

(Bryman, 2008); due to the unknown extent of the relevant population the easiest way to 

distribute the questionnaire was via a web link giving people the choice of whether or not 

to participate.  The questionnaire was distributed as widely as possible to ensure a 

sufficient level of response. Distribution channels such as library orientated email lists on 

The National Academic Mailing List Service known as JISC Mail were used to circulate the 

questionnaire. Social networks (such as Twitter and LIS New Professionals Network) were 

also used to circulate the questionnaire.  It was further distributed on a personal level; 

specifically to individuals already identified as undertaking exhibition work in libraries who 

may not be part of those online channels.   

¢ƘŜ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴƴŀƛǊŜ ǿŀǎ ƛƴƛǘƛŀƭƭȅ ŘƛǎǘǊƛōǳǘŜŘ Ǿƛŀ WL{/Ωǎ [L{-LINK mailing list and Twitter, which 

resulted in 87 completed responses. However initial analysis of the results highlighted a 

weakness in the methodology.   The LIS-LINK mailing list is primarily used by information 

professionals working in the higher education sector, thus the results were heavily skewed 

towards universities and special collections.   From the literature review it was apparent 

that exhibition work is more universal; the questionnaire was therefore redistributed.  For 

the second circulation of the questionnaire sector specific JISC mailing lists were used such 

as LIS-PUB-LIBS, LIS-MEDICAL, and LIS-RAREBOOKS. An additional nine responses were 

received during the second distribution from previously underrepresented sectors.  By 

countering this methodological weakness the questionnaire data is more valid and reliable 

as a representation of the current situation as regards exhibitions in libraries. 
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3.3.3.2. Case Study Interviews 

The sample for the interview component of the research was drawn from volunteers who 

participated in the questionnaire.  The sample was purposive and selected using a non-

probability sampling method (Leedy and Ormond, 2005); the interviews were part of 

sector-specific case studies so individuals were selected according to their sector of current 

employment. The sample was a convenience sample to ensure the research was practical to 

carry out in the timeframe available. However selecting from volunteers at the 

questionnaire stage ensured a relevant sample, maximising the rigour of the study. 

3.4.  Data Analysis 

3.4.1. Quantitative Data 

The survey tool allowed raw data to be exported into Microsoft Excel for analysis of 

quantitative data; as the amount of quantitative data collected was small and primarily 

used to contextualise the analysis of qualitative data this software was deemed adequate 

for the purpose.  Excel is simple and easy to use, making it an ideal software choice 

considering the time frame for the project and the contextual nature of the data.  SPSS was 

also used to create more sophisticated visual outputs such as cross-tabulated tables of 

data.  

Excel was used to present most of the data through use of tables or charts, depending on 

which method was best suited to the data.  According to Denscombe (2003) visual 

representation of data using charts and tables should only be included in the presentation 

of fiƴŘƛƴƎǎ ǿƘŜƴ ǘƘŜȅ άǎŀȅ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ƻŦ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘέ όнпоύ; thus data was only presented in 

using graphics were deemed most appropriate.  

3.4.2. Qualitative Data 

Qualitative data analysis methods form the primary mode of analysis for the study; it is an 

iterative interpretative act, in which data is collected, analysed and reinterpreted, as 

illustrated by Figure 4.  Figure 4 has been adapted from the Ψsix sǘŜǇǎ ƻŦ ŀƴŀƭȅǎƛǎΩΣ ŀǎ ǎŜǘ ƻǳǘ 

by Kvale (1996) to fit the analysis process undertaken during this study. Glaser (1998) states 

that an in-depth analysis of data is best achieved when analysis occurs as a simultaneous 

process alongside collection. This approach was adopted for the analysis of qualitative data 
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during the study; analysis occurred after the data had been collected but also during 

collection as highlighted in Figure 4 

 

Figure 4: Data analysis process for qualitative interview data (adapted from Kvale, 1996) 

 

This Řŀǘŀ ŀƴŀƭȅǎƛǎ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ŀǎ άǇǊŀƎƳŀǘƛŎ ŜŎƭŜŎǘƛŎƛǎƳέ ό{ŀƭŘŀña, 2009: 

47); Saldaña refers to pragmatic eclecticism as the decision not to pre-determine a coding 

strategy during data collection and initial analysis when letting a strategy emerge may be 

more appropriate. It is suggested that an appropriate coding strategy cannot be chosen 

until initial analysis has been undertaken. For this study the choice of specific coding 

strategies was not made at the outset of the analysis stage, but was rather informed by an 

initial reading of the data to ensure the coding strategy was appropriate to ensure 

substantive results (Saldaña, 2009). 

3.4.2.1. Coding Qualitative Data  

For qualitative data analysis the cyclical coding process set out by Saldaña (2009) has been 

adapted to suit the purpose of the research project. Qualitative data gathered from the 

questionnaire and case study interviews has been analysed through the assignment of 

codes. 

ά! ŎƻŘŜ ƛƴ ǉǳŀƭƛǘŀǘƛǾŜ ƛƴǉǳƛǊȅ ƛǎ Ƴƻǎǘ ƻŦǘŜƴ ŀ ǿƻǊŘ ƻǊ ǎƘƻǊǘ ǇƘǊŀǎŜ 

that symbolically assigns a summative, salient, essence-capturing, 

and/or evocative attribute for a portion of language-based or 

Ǿƛǎǳŀƭ Řŀǘŀέ 

(Saldaña, 2009) 

 

1 Interviewing and visiting 
workplace to collect data 

Analysis of data during interview 
which feeds into  choices for further 

questioning  

2 Transcription of interview and 
writing up field notes  

Interpretation of data occurs whilst 
capturing data in the choices of what to 

include during transcription process 

3 Inital analysis of transcriptions 
Interpretation of data by inital coding of 

interview transcripts 

4 Further analysis of coded data 
Coded data is further interpreted and 
codes drawn together into categories 
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Saldaña describes a code as simply a word or phrase to denote the content of a passage of 

data.   For this study the coding approach was developed based upon the guidance offered 

by Saldaña (2009); following the idea of coding as a multi-stage process the data was 

analysed in stages as illustrated by Figure 5. 

 

Figure 5: Process for coding qualitative data (based on Saldaña, 2009) 

 

 The first stage involved exploring the data gathered from the questionnaire and interviews 

in an open process which let themes and ideas emerge.  Coding strategies such as ΨInitial 

CodingΩ, ΨDescriptive CodingΩ and ΨIn Vivo CodingΩ were adopted.  The second stage in the 

process involved refining the coded data from the first stage using ΨFocused CodingΩ and 

ΨTheoretical CodingΩ as strategies.  Finally the technique of ΨPost-CodingΩ was adopted, as 

recommended by Saldaña (2009) as a means of clarifying the key findings further.  

 

3.5.  Validity and Reliability 

Through incorporating cross-sectional design involving a questionnaire with case-studies, 

utilising interviews and observations, the research design has greater validity and reliability.  

First Cycle Coding 

First stage of coding for 
case study interview 
transcripts and 
questionnaire data using 
mix of strategies 
 

Intital Coding: Open coding 
of interviews and 
questionnaire to provide 
starting point for further 
analysis 

Descriptive Coding: 
Identifying basic topics in 
interview data 

In Vivo Coding: Pulling out 
key interview data to 
honour participant voices 

 

 

Second Cycle Coding 

Second cycle coding is an 
advanced way to 
reanalyse data after first 
coding to develop a 
coherent sense of 
thematic and theoretical 
ideas 

Focused Coding: Identifying 
the most significant codes 
to develop salient 
categories for further 
analysis 

Theoretical Coding:  
Developing categories and 
subcategories for codes 
systematically linking 
everything to the core topic 

 

 

Post-Coding 

Post-coding is the 
"transititonal analytical 
process between coding 
cycles and the final write 
up" (185) in which 
analytical coding is 
crystalised and focused on 
key themes 

Focusing strategy: 
Prioritising findings and 
establishing a core of 
results to write up 

Rising above the data: 
Drawing themes out of 
the coded data to develop 
richer meanings 
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A combination of qualitative and quantitative data is deemed to be the most effectual 

method of meeting the aims of the research, whilst triangulation ensures that the research 

holds rigour.    Both types of data have strengths and weaknesses; however using a 

combination of both is more likely to lead to strong results and conclusions (Gorman and 

Clayton, 2005).  The research draws upon the unique strengths of each method to consider 

multiple perspectives and compensate for the weaknesses of each data collection method 

(Gorman and Clayton, 2005). However there are still weaknesses in the methodological 

approach which are further explored in the limitations section of this chapter. 

3.6.   Limitations 

As a small scale study focused on a broad topic there are unavoidable limitations, which 

impact on the reliability and validity of the study.  The scale of the study is a limiting factor; 

in order to gain a complete picture of the scope and extent of exhibition work in libraries a 

larger scale study would be required, identifying and investigating a larger sample of 

organisations.  Ultimately time and financial constraints were limiting to realising the full 

potential of the study.  It would have been beneficial to examine organisations which are 

not involved with exhibition work to identify the reasons for this, to further contextualise 

exhibition work in libraries.  As a key limitation to the study, time and cost placed 

significant restrictions on the potential for face-to-face interviews.  As a result of these 

limitations potentially key participants were not able to be interviewed. 

3.6.1. Questionnaire Limitations 

Although the questionnaire had the potential to reach a wide audience it was restricted by 

difficulty in identifying the population and targeting the study accordingly.  The use of a 

self-selecting sample by emailing the questionnaire to a broad population gives no 

guarantee of an adequate sample size or that the sample will be representative of the 

population (Gorman and Clayton, 2005).    As there is no means of identifying everywhere 

that exhibition work takes place targeting participants was difficult. As a result of difficulty 

in targeting an appropriate sample the questionnaire element was distributed twice; initial 

results from the first distribution highlighted a bias towards academic libraries in the 

chosen distribution method.  Thus the questionnaire was distributed a second time using 

distribution channels relating to other sectors to redress the bias in the results.   

Furthermore whilst the questionnaire provides an indication of the scope of the topic, the 

results could be considered unreliable as the sample is limited.   
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3.6.2. Case Study Limitations 

Case studies are often viewed as a weak method for research as the limitations can lead to 

studies with a lack of precision, objectivity and rigour (Yin, 2003). However the limitations 

do not entirely weaken the research outcomes, particularly as the case studies are 

strengthened by the inclusion of other methods.  With case study based data external 

validity is a serious limitation (Yin, 2003); essentially the results of a case study cannot 

easily be applied to a wider population as each case is unique. Thus it is difficult to use the 

case study elements of this research as an indication of the topic as a whole without making 

great assumptions.  Bryman (2008) highlights the importance of maintaining an 

understanding that the outcome of case study research cannot be generalised.  This 

research utilises three small case studies.  The results from these case studies must be 

treated as specific individual examples of exhibition work in different sectors rather than as 

a generalised assumption about a sector as a whole to maintain the rigour of the study. 

The main method of data collection for the case studies is interviewing which also presents 

limitations; interviews generate vast amounts of data in a short time frame however the 

researcher needs to be able to capture the data effectively to ensure reliability.  Small but 

significant details can be missed in the transcription of interviews, which impacts on the 

outcome of the study.  

3.6.3. Data Analysis Limitations 

The viewpoint of the researcher presents another limitation to the analysis of data, as 

highlighted by Silverman (2006). When qualitative data is analysed the viewpoint of the 

researcher is applied to data provided by participants about experiences and attitudes. 

Here the viewpoint of the participant may differ from that of the researcher.  For example 

coding is conducted by the researcher within the context of a specific social viewpoint; this 

may differ from that of the participant.  However this will always remain an unknown 

quantity and is an unavoidable problem with social research.  Ultimately consideration 

must be made for the process of assumption which occurs during data analysis, as the 

experiences of the participant are interpreted within the context of the researcher.  

Furthermore coding presents the problems of anecdotalism and the decontextualisation of 

data. By the process of coding data becomes fragmented; it is removed from its original 

context within a discussion or story.   
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3.7. Ethics 

Approval for the research was gained through the DepŀǊǘƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ LƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ {ǘǳŘƛŜǎΩ 

ethics review procedure.  The ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ǿŀǎ ŎƭŀǎǎŜŘ ŀǎ Ψƭƻǿ-ǊƛǎƪΩΤ ǘƘŜ Řŀǘŀ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘŜŘ ǿŀǎ ƴƻǘ 

of a sensitive nature, ensuring that research did not cause distress to those involved.   

Before collecting data from participants an information sheet was provided giving full 

details of the project ensuring all participants were clear about the nature of the research 

and the purpose of their involvement (Appendix D).  In addition to this a consent form was 

completed by each participant (Appendix E).  Guaranteeing the project complied with 

research ethics was essential in ensuring the validity of the research.  
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4. Findings: Questionnaire Results 

The data presented in this chapter is a selection of key findings from the questionnaire 

responses.  

4.1. Response Rate 

Overall 96 responses were received; however, a response rate cannot be calculated as the 

total number of recipients of the questionnaire is unclear. The questionnaire was 

distributed via a number of channels including to mailing lists where membership cross-

over is expected.  The questionnaire was also distributed through informal internal 

channels with the invitation being circulated within the library community by email and 

Twitter, making it difficult to estimate how many individuals were invited to participate.  

It is important to note that not all questions were answered by all 96 participants; some 

questions were left blank either because they were optional or because they were not 

applicable to some participants.  The response rates for questions are indicated when 

necessary in the findings.  

4.2.  Information Professionals Involved in Exhibition Work 

The questionnaire gathered quantitative data, which provides an indication of the sectors in 

which exhibition work takes place and levels of involvement of information professionals.  

4.2.1. Involvement and Experience 

4.2.1.1. Current Involvement 

The questionnaire asked participants about their level of experience and involvement in 

exhibition work to gain an indication of how many information professionals were currently 

involved in exhibitions; 68% (65) indicated that they were currently involved in exhibition 

work, whilst 32% (31%) are not. 

Participants who were not currently engaged with exhibition work were asked to give a 

reason for this; the key findings are presented in Table 3. 
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Table 3 : Reasons for not currently being involved in exhibition work 

Reason for not currently being involved in exhibition work 
Number of 

respondents 

Not part of remit of current job 15 

Library does not hold exhibitions 8 

Exhibition work is a shared responsibility 3 

Lack of Time 1 

Insufficient Space 1 

Number of Responses=28 

Overall 28 (90%) respondents chose to provide a reason for why they are not currently 

involved in exhibition work.   

The quotes below illustrate key individual voices identified within the data which highlight 

reasons for not participating in exhibition work; 

¶ ά²Ŝ Řƻ ƴƻǘ ƘŀǾŜ ŀƴȅ ǎǇŀŎŜ ŦƻǊ ŜȄƘƛōƛǘƛƻƴǎΦέ ό{ǇŜŎƛŀƭ /ƻƭƭŜŎǘƛƻƴǎύ 

¶ άLƴǎǳŦŦƛŎƛŜƴǘ ǘƛƳŜΦέ  όtǊƛǾŀǘŜ aŜƳōŜǊǎƘƛǇύ 

¶ άbƻ ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜƳŜƴǘ ŦƻǊ ŀƴ ŜȄƘƛōƛǘƛƻƴ ŜȄŎŜǇǘ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ ǎǇŜŎƛŀƭ ŜǾŜƴǘǎΦέ ό/ƻƳƳŜǊŎƛŀƭ ϧ 

Business) 

¶ άL Ƨƻō ǎƘŀǊŜ - Ƴȅ ΨƻǘƘŜǊ ƘŀƭŦΩ ƛǎ ŘƻƛƴƎ ƛǘ ǘƘƛǎ ǘƛƳŜέ ό¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘƛŜǎύ 

4.2.1.2. Previous Involvement 

Participants were then asked whether they had previous experience of exhibition work 

within a library; 93% (89) replied in the affirmative. 

Table 4 displays the correlation between current and previous experience of exhibition 

work.  Of the 65 respondents currently involved in exhibition work, 89% (58) indicated they 

had previous experience beyond their current role. 
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        Table 4 : Current and previous involvement in exhibition work 
        Number of Responses = 96 

Cross Tabulation of Current and Previous Involvement in Exhibition Work 

Count 

 

Have you previously been 

involved in exhibition work in 

a library? 

Total No Yes 

Are you currently involved in 

exhibition work within a 

library? 

No 0 31 31 

Yes 7 58 65 

Total 7 89 96 

 

4.2.1. Sectors in which Exhibition Work Occurs 

A sector breakdown for both overall responses and current involvement in exhibitions can 

be found in Appendix F.  Chart 1 illustrates that special collections (29%, 19) and 

universities (26%, 17) are the largest sectors in which information professionals are 

currently involved in exhibition work. A significant total of responses were also received 

from informational professionals currently involved in exhibitions in public libraries (17%, 

11) and national libraries (9%, 6). 

It is important to note that the categorisation of sectors within this data set has largely 

been dictated by the participants.  Participants were required to select a sector from a 

defined list or specify an alternative.  Responses from the other option have been grouped 

together into broad categories however these are not definitive.   

Findings relating to sector are complicated by a blurring of special collections with other 

libraries across sectors.  The definition of a special collection means it is distinguished from 

the main library collection and treated as a separate collection, thus for the purpose of this 

research the findings will treat special collections as a sector in its own right.  For example, 

university libraries often have special collections attached to the service whilst many of the 

smaller peripheral sectors identified within the other category may also be special 

collections. For this research, however, sector data will be analysed according to the 

categorisation given by participants.  
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Chart 1 : Sector breakdown for current involvement in exhibitons 
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Figure 6 : Flowchart mapping correlation between involvement in exhibition work and sectors  



36 
 

The relationship between involvement in exhibition work and sectors is further explored in 

Figure 6; the flowchart maps the different combinations of responses to questions about 

involvement in exhibitions by questionnaire respondents.  

4.3. Exhibition Characteristics 

4.3.1. Types of exhibitions 

Chart 2 illustrates the types of exhibitions held by libraries. According to the questionnaire 

the dominant type is the physical exhibition; all respondents were involved in exhibition 

work with a physical component.  In total 49% (43) libraries hold physical exhibitions whilst 

51% (44) libraries have exhibitions with both physical and online elements.  No respondents 

were currently involved in exhibition work which was only online or digital.  

In total two respondents indicated that the library was engaged in other types of 

exhibitions in addition to physical ones.  The other types of exhibition work included CD-

wha{Σ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘŜŘ ƛƳŀƎŜǎ ŀƴŘ ΨŀǇǇǎΦΩ 

 

Chart 2 : Types of exhibitions                         

4.3.2. Duration and frequency of exhibitions 

Chart 3 shows that most library exhibitions are held as frequently as every one to six 

months; the most popular response was between every three and six months (25, 28%) 

closely followed by between once a month and every three months (23, 26)  
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Chart 3 : Frequency of library exhibitions 

 

 

Chart 4 : Duration of library exhibitions 
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Chart 4 illustrates the approximate duration of library exhibitions. The response rate for 

this question was higher with 96 responses; including 4% (4) ŘƻƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜǎΦ  оо҈ 

(32) of libraries hold exhibitions with durations of between one and three months whilst 

32% (31) hold longer ones. 

Table 5 presents a cross-tabulation of the data illustrating the relationship between 

frequency and duration of library exhibitions.  Overall variation can be seen in how often 

exhibitions are held and for how long these exhibitions last. However the data reveals a 

pattern suggesting that most libraries hold exhibitions of a longer duration with less 

frequency. Short duration and quick turnover is not a common occurrence in the libraries 

according to the questionnaire. 

Table 5: Cross tabulation of frequency and duration 
Number of responses = 94 

 How long does an exhibition normally last for? 

Total 

How often 

does the 

library 

hold an 

exhibition? 

 Between 

one 

month 

and three 

months 

Between 

one week 

and one 

month 

5ƻƴΩǘ 

Know 

Less 

than 

once a 

week 

Longer 

than 

three 

months Other 

Between every 

six months and 

once a year 

3 2 0 2 14 0 21 

Between every 

three and six 

months 

9 0 1 0 12 3 25 

Between once a 

month and 

every three 

months 

12 10 0 0 0 2 24 

5ƻƴΩǘ Yƴƻǿ 0 0 1 0 0 0 1 

Less than once a 

year 
2 1 0 1 1 0 5 

More than once 

a month 
3 4 0 0 0 1 8 

Other 2 1 0 0 2 5 10 

Total 31 18 2 3 30 10 94 
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4.3.3. Supplementary materials  

A total of 30% (28) indicated the library always produces materials to accompany an 

exhibition.  A total of 62% (58) indicated the library sometimes produces supplementary 

materials. Only 8% (7) indicated that additional materials were never produced to 

accompany an exhibition.  

Chart 5 illustrates the types of supplementary materials created. A total of 76% (73) 

libraries produce information leaflets to accompany exhibitions.  Websites are also a 

popular accompaniment to exhibitions with 54% (52) indicating this option. Less frequent 

types of supplementary materials accompanying exhibitions are guidebooks and podcasts.  

Other types of supplementary materials include catalogues, blog posts and events such as 

talks and tours. 

 

Chart 5: Types of supplementary materials produced for library exhibitions 
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The following quotations have been extracted from the data illustrating different 

approaches to the production of supplementary materials to an exhibition programme: 

¶ ά¢ƘŜǊŜϥǎ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ŀ ǿŜōǎƛǘŜ ŀƴŘ ǇǊƻƳƻǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŦƭȅŜǊǎΦ  Occasionally there are other 

ǘƘƛƴƎǎΣ ǿƘŜƴ ŦǳƴŘƛƴƎ ŀƭƭƻǿǎΦέ (Special Collections) 

¶ ά±ŀǊƛŜǎ ŘŜǇŜƴŘƛƴƎ ƻƴ ŜȄƘƛōƛǘƛƻƴΦέ (National Library) 

¶ άhǇŜƴƛƴƎ ǊŜŎŜǇǘƛƻƴǎΣ ǎǇŜŀƪŜǊ ǎŜǊƛŜǎ ǊŜƭŀǘŜŘ ǘƻ ŜȄƘƛōƛǘΦέ (Commercial and Business) 

¶ ά.ƻƻƪǎ Ǉǳōƭished occasionally.έ (Universities) 

4.3.4. Exhibition Spaces 

Chart 6 illustrates that in total 72% (69) respondents indicated the availability of a 

permanent exhibition space in their organisations for exhibitions whilst for 24% (23%) no 

such space was available.  

 

 

Chart 6: Availability of permanent exhibition spaces in libraries 
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Respondents were asked to provide further information about the exhibition spaces 

available for exhibitions; half of the respondents provided details about the types of spaces 

used whilst the other half gave details of display equipment.  In total 22% (21) respondents 

indicated that the library had a dedicated permanent space for exhibitions within the 

library itself whilst 11% (11) respondents indicated the spaces used for exhibitions were in 

venues external to the library.  Overall 9% (9) respondents provided details about the 

library holding exhibitions both within the library and in external venues.    The data 

indicates that a wide variety of display furniture is used for library exhibitions including 

glass museum display cases, shelving units, tables and display boards.  

A selection of key quotes has been extracted from the data to illustrate the types of spaces 

used for library exhibitions: 

¶ ά5ŜŘƛŎŀǘŜŘ ŜȄƘƛōƛǘƛƻƴ ŀǊŜŀΣ ǎǳǇǇƭŜƳŜƴǘŜŘ ōȅ ǘŀōƭŜ-top cases for small displays 

ǿƘŜƴ ƴŜŎŜǎǎŀǊȅΦέ (Special Collections) 

¶ άhƴ ǘƻǇ ƻŦ ŎŀǇǇƛƴƎ ƻƴ ǎƘŜƭǾŜǎ - good visuals if you have high ceilings.  Library 

display shelves. Any spare library floor space.έ (Public Library) 

¶ ά¢ƘŜ ŜȄƘƛōƛǘƛƻƴǎ ǿŜǊŜ ƘŜƭŘ ƴƻǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƭƛōǊŀǊȅ ŀǘ ŀƭƭΣ ōǳǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŦǊƻƴǘ Ƙŀƭƭ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ /ƭǳō.έ 

(Private Membership) 

¶ ά¢ƘŜ ƭƻōōȅ ƻŦ ƻǳǊ ƭƛōǊŀǊȅ Ƙŀǎ ǘƘǊŜŜ ƭŀǊƎŜ Ǝƭŀǎǎ ŎŀǎŜǎΣ ƻƴŜ ǾŜǊǘƛŎŀƭ ŀƴŘ ǘǿƻ 

horizontal.  We primarily use these cases for displays.  We will sometimes put items 

from our collection that relates to the display on lecterns near the case.έ 

(Commercial & Business) 

¶ ά!Ř ƘƻŎ ǳǎŜ ƻŦ ŀƴȅ ŀǾŀƛƭŀōƭŜ ǎǇŀŎŜΦέ (Schools) 

4.3.5. Purpose of exhibitions 

Data from respondents currently involved in exhibition work has been examined to develop 

a picture of the purpose of exhibitions, as illustrated by Chart 7.  This shows that overall the 

most common purpose current of library exhibitions is promoting collections with 91% (59) 

respondents indicating this as a reason for exhibiting.  A total of 8% (5) libraries exhibit for 

other reasons, these include entertainment and promotion of other service such as 

museum services.     
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Chart 7: Purpose of current exhibitions 

Chart 8 provides a breakdown of the purpose of exhibitions within each sector, illustrating 

the variation in reasons for exhibiting across different sectors.  Overall the number of 

reasons for exhibiting within each sector varies. Promotion of collections is the only reason 

consistent across all sectors. The importance of promotion of collections as a purpose 

varies however it is given most significance by the museum library sector as well as in 

further education.  The most diverse range of purposes is found in the public libraries 

sector with seven different uses indicated by respondents from the sector. 
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Chart 8: Purpose of exhibitions across sectors 

 

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

80%

90%

100%

Sector 

Purpose of Current Library Exhibitions Across Sectors  

Promotion of
Museum

Promotion of
Local Art

Entertainment

Commemorative
exhibition

Community
Outreach

Education

Promotion of
library service

Promotion of
collection(s)



44 
 

4.4. Role of the Information Professional 

4.4.1. Scope of Involvement  

4.4.1.1.Frequency of Involvement  

Table 6 provides a summary of the key findings relating to the frequency information 

professionals are involved in exhibition work.    

Table 6: Frequency of involvement in exhibition work 

Ongoing 

 άtƭŀƴƴƛƴƎΥ ŎƻƴǎǘŀƴǘƭȅΦ /ǳǊŀǘƛƴƎΥ ƻƴŎŜ ŜǾŜǊȅ му ƳƻƴǘƘǎΦέ (National Library) 

ά!ƭǿŀȅǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ōŀŎƪ-ōǳǊƴŜǊ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǾŜǊȅ ƭŜŀǎǘΦέ (Special Collections) 

ά!ƭǿŀȅǎέ (Historic House) 

Frequently 

ά!ƭƳƻǎǘ ŀƭƭ ŜȄƘƛōƛǘƛƻƴǎέ (Special Collections) 

άLǘ ƛǎ ŀ ƳŀƧƻǊ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ Ƴȅ ǿƻǊƪΦέ (Universities) 

άLϥƳ ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜŘ ƛƴ ŀƭƳƻǎǘ ŜǾŜǊȅ ŜȄƘƛōƛǘƛƻƴ ŀǘ Ƴȅ ƭƛōǊŀǊȅΦέ ό{ŜƳƛƴŀǊȅύ 

Regularly 
 άwŜƎǳƭŀǊƭȅ - ŜǾŜǊȅ ǿŜŜƪΦέ (Special Collections) 

άQǳƛǘŜ ǊŜƎǳƭŀǊƭȅέ (Public Library) 

Occasionally 

άhŎŎŀǎƛƻƴŀƭƭȅέ (Schools) 

ά¢ǿƛŎŜ ŀ ȅŜŀǊέ (Universities) 

άhƴŜ ǘƻ ǘƘǊŜŜ ǘƛƳŜǎ ŀ ȅŜŀǊέ (National Library) 

ά!ǇǇǊƻȄ ŦƻǳǊ ǘƛƳŜǎ ŀ ȅŜŀǊέ (Universities) 

Rarely 

άAlmost neverέ (Universities) 

άwŀǊŜƭȅ - ŀōƻǳǘ ƻƴŎŜ ŀ ȅŜŀǊέ (Universities) 

άL ǿŀǎ ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜŘ ƛƴ ƻƴŜ ƻƴƭȅέ (Special Collections) 

Varies 
άwƻǘŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ōŀǎƛǎ ŀƳƻƴƎǎǘ ǘŜŀƳέ (Public Library) 

ά±ŀǊƛŜǎ ŦǊƻƳ Řŀƛƭȅ ǘƻ ōƛ-ƳƻƴǘƘƭȅέ (National Library) 

 

The data reveals no conclusive pattern of frequency of involvement in exhibition work, the 

range of responses is extremely varied across sectors. 

4.4.1.2. Scope of Involvement 

Questionnaire participants were asked to describe their involvement in exhibition work; the 

questionnaire provided space for free text answers.  This data was subsequently examined 

during the data analysis stage, with the content of responses and key areas of responsibility 

drawn out.  The findings were grouped into broad categories as illustrated by Chart 9. 
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Chart 9: Responsibilities of the information profession 

 

As Chart 9 highlights the most commonly occurring activities found within descriptions of 
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Activities which occur less frequently within descriptions of exhibition work include; 

¶ Managing the exhibition when open to visitors 

¶ Exhibition design 

A selection of key quotes has been extracted from the data to illustrate the variety of work 

undertaken by information professionals involved in exhibition work: 

¶  άLϥƳ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎƛōƭŜ ŦƻǊ ƳŀƴŀƎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŎǳǊŀǘƻǊǎ ƻŦ ŜŀŎƘ ƛƴǘŜǊƴŀƭ ŜȄƘƛōƛǘƛƻƴΦ  ¢ƘŜǎŜ ŀǊŜ 

usually other members of Library staff who have volunteered to produce a display 

ƻƴ ŀ ǎǳōƧŜŎǘ ǘƘŀǘ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘǎ ǘƘŜƳΦέ (Special Collections) 

¶ ά±ŀǊƛŀōƭŜΦ {ƻƳŜǘƛƳŜǎ ŎǳǊŀǘƛƴƎ ŜȄƘƛōƛǘƛƻƴǎΥ ǎŜƭŜŎǘƛƴƎ ƳŀǘŜǊƛŀƭΣ ǿǊƛǘƛƴƎ ŎŀǇǘƛƻƴǎΦ 

Sometimes editorial: I curated the latest exhibition with two colleagues and pulled 

ŜǾŜǊȅǘƘƛƴƎ ǘƻƎŜǘƘŜǊΦ {ƻƳŜǘƛƳŜǎ L ƳŜǊŜƭȅ Ǌǳƴ ŀƴ ŜȅŜ ƻǾŜǊ ŀ ŎƻƭƭŜŀƎǳŜϥǎ ŎŀǇǘƛƻƴǎΦέ 

(Special Collections) 

¶ ά{ŜƭŜŎǘƛƴƎ ƳŀǘŜǊƛŀƭΣ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘƛƴƎΣ ŀǊǊŀƴƎƛƴƎ ŘƛǎǇƭŀȅǎΣ ŎƻƳƳƛǎǎƛƻƴƛƴƎ ŘƛǎǇƭŀȅ 

ƳŀǘŜǊƛŀƭǎ ŀƴŘ ǎǳǇǇƭŜƳŜƴǘŀǊȅ ƳŀǘŜǊƛŀƭΣ ŀǊǊŀƴƎƛƴƎ ƭŀǳƴŎƘ ŜǾŜƴǘǎΦέ (Universities) 

¶ άtƭŀƴƴƛƴƎ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘΣ ōŀŎƪƎǊƻǳƴŘ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘΣ ǎƘƻǊǘƭƛǎǘƛƴƎ ƛǘŜƳǎΣ ǿǊƛǘƛƴƎ ŎŀǇǘƛƻƴǎΣ 

arranging exhibit, photographing exhibit for a supplementary online exhibition, 

ǿǊƛǘƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ǇǳōƭƛǎƘƛƴƎ ǿŜōǇŀƎŜǎΣ ǇǳōƭƛŎƛǎƛƴƎ Ǿƛŀ ǿŜōǎƛǘŜΣ ōƭƻƎ ŀƴŘ ¢ǿƛǘǘŜǊΦέ 

(Special Collections) 

¶ ά{ǳǇŜǊǾƛǎƛƴƎ Ǿƛǎƛǘǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŜȄƘƛōƛǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ŜȄǇƭŀƛƴƛƴƎ ƛǘ ǘƻ ǾƛǎƛǘƻǊǎΦέ (Special 

Collections) 

¶ ά!ǎ ǎƻƭŜ ƭƛōǊŀǊƛŀƴ L Řƻ ŜǾŜǊȅǘƘƛƴƎΦέ (Universities) 

¶ άLŦ LϥƳ ŀ ŎǳǊŀǘƻǊΣ ǘƘŜƴ L ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ ǿƻǊƪ ŀǘ ǎŜƭŜŎǘƛƻƴΣ ǿǊƛǘƛƴƎ ŎƻǇȅΣ ŀƴŘ ŘƻƛƴƎ ƳǳŎƘ ƻŦ 

the work exclǳŘƛƴƎ ŘŜǎƛƎƴΦ  LŦ LϥƳ ŎƻƴǎǳƭǘƛƴƎΣ ǘƘŜƴ L ƘŀǾŜ ƭŜǎǎ ǿƻǊƪ ǘƻ ŘƻΦέ (Public 

Library) 

4.4.1.3. Job Description 

Data was collected relating to the inclusion of exhibition work in job descriptions.  The 

responses of those currently involved in exhibition work have been collated to produce 

Chart 10 which provides a breakdown of the data by sector. 

In total 66% (43) respondents currently involved in exhibitions indicated exhibition work 

was part of their job description.   Exhibition work is not included in the job description of 

18% (12) of respondents.  The participants whose job description did not include exhibition 
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work were working in the following sectors: private membership (2%, 1), public libraries 

(3%, 2), schools (2%, 1), special collections (5%, 3) and universities (8%, 5) as illustrated by 

Chart 10. Whilst the majority of respondents knew whether or not exhibition work was part 

of their job description, 15% (10) respondents indicated they did not know.  The 10 

respondents were working in a range of sectors as illustrated by Chart 10 including the 

following; government (2%, 1), national libraries (2%, 1), public libraries (5%, 3), seminaries 

(2%, 1), special collections (2%, 1) and universities (5%, 3).   

From Chart 10 variation between sectors is apparent.  For example, 47% (8 of 17) 

information professionals working in the universities sector and 45% (5 of 11) working in 

public libraries either do not have exhibitions included in their job description or do not 

know. Conversely, only 21% (4 of 19) working in special collections do not have exhibitions 

included or do not know. 

 

Chart 10: Inclusion of exhibition work in job description across sectors 
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4.5. Key Skills and Expertise 

Data from the questionnaire about key skills and expertise for exhibition work has been 

grouped into the following overarching categories:  

¶ Practical skills 

¶ Project management skills 

¶ Interpersonal skills 

¶ Knowledge  

¶ Creativity  

The number of responses for this question was 84. Appendix G provides an overview of the 

findings for this question. 

One respondent with experience in the museum library sector provided an extensive 

description of the core skills required by the museum professional for exhibition work 

which acts as a useful frame of reference for examining the library sector. 

άCƻǊ ŜȄƘƛōƛǘƛƻƴǎ ƛƴ ƳǳǎŜǳƳǎ όƛƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ ŜȄƘƛōƛǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ƭƛōǊŀǊȅ ŀƴŘ 

archival content in museums) there are a number of specific skills 

and areas of expertise that are required, e.g. content research, 

creating message and narrative documents, writing exhibition 

labels and panels, working up design briefs, etc.  There are also 

more general skills that are needed, such as the ability to work as 

part of a team, communication skills (especially when presenting 

ŜȄƘƛōƛǘƛƻƴ ƛŘŜŀǎύΣ ŜŘƛǘƛƴƎ ǎƪƛƭƭǎΣ ŜǘŎΦέ (Museum Library) 

The respondent has divided skills into two core categories, specific skills relating to 

exhibition work and general transferable skills.    

4.5.1. Practical Skills 

Practical skills are identified as essential to information professionals involved in exhibition 

work. These skills include the ability to conduct research to inform exhibition work, write 

succinct and appropriate captions for labels, design displays, author webpages and create 

promotional material.  Practical skills such as these are referred to frequently in response to 

questioning about essential key skills and expertise.  The manual skills relating to the 
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physical construction of exhibitions are given less importance, referred to by a small 

number of individuals.  

Key quotes from the data have been selected to highlight the core skills:  

Writing Skills: ά!bility to write concise, informative and even 

entertaining labels for a variety of audience.έ (Universities) 

Design Skills:  

¶ άYƴƻǿƛƴƎ Ƙƻǿ ǘƻ ƳŀƪŜ ǘƘƛƴƎǎ ƭƻƻƪ ƭŜƎƛōƭŜ ŀƴŘ ŀǘǘǊŀŎǘƛǾŜ.έ 

(Special Collections) 

¶ ά±ƛǎǳŀƭ κ ǎǇŀǘƛŀƭ ŀǿŀǊŜƴŜǎǎ ǘƻ ŜƴǎǳǊŜ ŘƛǎǇƭŀȅǎ ƭƻƻƪ ƎƻƻŘ.έ 

(Special Collections) 

Promotional Skills: άŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ ǇǊƻƳƻǘŜ ǘƘŜ ŜȄƘƛōƛǘƛƻƴ ς either 

ƳŀƪŜ ƻǊ ŎƻƳƳƛǎǎƛƻƴ ǇƻǎǘŜǊǎΣ ƎǊŀǇƘƛŎǎ ŜǘŎΦέ (Special Collections) 

4.5.2. Project management 

Many of the respondents stressed the importance of general transferable project 

management skills as important for exhibition work; skills such as planning and 

organisation, people management, liaison and negotiation, marketing and promotion, and 

the ability to work towards deadlines. 

Key quotes from the data have been selected to illustrate the importance of project 

management skills:  

¶ ά9ǾŜǊȅǘƘƛƴƎ L ƭŜŀǊƴǘ ƛƴ Ƴȅ ŦƻǊƳŜǊ ŎŀǊŜŜǊ ŀǎ ŀ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘ ƳŀƴŀƎŜǊ 

Ƙŀǎ ǎŜǊǾŜŘ ƳŜ ǿŜƭƭΦέ (Commercial and Business) 

¶ άtǊƻƧŜŎǘ ǇƭŀƴƴƛƴƎ ǎƪƛƭƭǎ ς timetabling work, liaising and 

leading where necessary ς are increasingly important in 

ǎǘǊŀƛǘŜƴŜŘ ǘƛƳŜǎΦέ (National Library) 

4.5.3. Interpersonal Skills 

The questionnaire data also highlights the importance of interpersonal skills such as 

communication, teamwork and managing staff, with a quarter of respondents listing these 
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skills.   The emphasis on interpersonal skills is placed on their application when working 

with colleagues and external organisations, although the need for communication with 

visitors was also raised as important.  

¢ƘŜ ŦƻƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ ǎŜƭŜŎǘŜŘ ǉǳƻǘŜǎ ƛƭƭǳǎǘǊŀǘŜ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ ǾƛŜǿǎ ƻƴ ƛƴǘŜǊǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭ ǎƪƛƭƭǎΥ 

¶ ά!ōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛŎŀǘŜ ǿƛǘƘ ǇǳōƭƛŎΦέ (Public Library) 

¶ άtŜƻǇƭŜ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ǎƪƛƭƭǎΧLƴǘŜǊŀŎǘƛƻƴ ǿƛǘƘ ƻǘƘŜǊǎ ǘƻ 

ŎǊŜŀǘŜ ŜȄƘƛōƛǘƛƻƴΦ ¢ŜŀƳǿƻǊƪƛƴƎΦέ (Schools) 

¶ ά!ōƭŜ ǘƻ ǿƻǊƪ ŀƭƻƴŜ ōǳǘ ŀƭǎƻ ŀǎ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ŀ ǘŜŀƳΦέ  (Public 

Library) 

4.5.4. Knowledge 

άYƴƻǿ ȅƻǳǊ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛƻƴΦ Yƴƻǿ ǿƘŀǘ ȅƻǳ ǿŀƴǘ ǘƻ ǎŀȅ ŀƴŘ ǿƘȅ ȅƻǳ 

want to say it. Know who your exhibition is aimed at and what you 

ǿŀƴǘ ǘƘŜƳ ǘƻ ƎŜǘ ŦǊƻƳ ƛǘΦέ (Museum Library) 

Knowledge occurs repeatedly in the responses about the key skills and expertise required 

for exhibition work, highlighting its importance. In total 44% (37) respondents stated 

knowledge of library collections was crucial for exhibition work.  Other types of knowledge 

which were highlighted as important were with audience awareness, preservation and 

conservation expertise, and subject-specific knowledge relating to the exhibition content.  

¢ƘŜ ŦƻƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ ǎŜƭŜŎǘŜŘ ǉǳƻǘŜǎ ƛƭƭǳǎǘǊŀǘŜ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘΩǎ ǾƛŜǿǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ importance of 

knowledge: 

Collection Knowledge:   

¶ άYƴƻǿ ȅƻǳǊ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛƻƴǎ ǿŜƭƭ ŜƴƻǳƎƘ ǘƻ ŜȄǇƭƻƛǘ ǎǘǊŜƴƎǘƘǎΦέ (National 

Library) 

Subject Knowledge:   

¶ άYƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎǳōƧŜŎǘΦέ (Public Library) 

Preservation and Conservation Knowledge:  

¶ άYƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ƻŦ ŎƻƴǎŜǊǾation best practice for the display 

ƻŦ ƭƛōǊŀǊȅ ƳŀǘŜǊƛŀƭΦέ (National Library) 
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¶ άhŦ ǘƘŜ ƛƳǇŀŎǘ ƻŦ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘŀƭ ŎƻƴŘƛǘƛƻƴǎ ƻƴ ŘƛǎǇƭŀȅΦέ 

(Special Collections) 

Audience Knowledge: 

¶ ά!ƴ ŀǿŀǊŜƴŜǎǎ ƻŦ ȅƻǳǊ ŜȄƛǎǘƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ǇƻǘŜƴǘƛŀƭ ŀǳŘƛŜƴŎŜǎΦέ (Special 

Collections) 

¶ άYƴƻǿ ǿƘƻ ȅƻǳǊ ŜȄƘƛōƛǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ŀƛƳŜŘ ŀǘ ŀƴŘ ǿƘŀǘ ȅƻǳ ǿŀƴǘ 

ǘƘŜƳ ǘƻ ƎŜǘ ŦǊƻƳ ƛǘΦέ (Museum Library) 

4.5.5. Creativity 

Another expertise which was prominent in the responses was creativity; respondents 

stated to create exhibitions it is important to be able to think creatively and engage the 

imagination.  Key skills within this category are the ability to create story, select items and 

deselect items, and awareness of the importance of conceptualisation and context.  

Interpretation is another skill which was mentioned in some of the responses. 

Key quotes from the responses include: 

¶ ά! ŎǊŜŀǘƛǾŜ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛǎ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŜŘΣ ŀƴ ŀǿŀǊŜƴŜǎǎ ƻŦ 

appropriate ways of presenting different material for 

ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ŀǳŘƛŜƴŎŜǎΦέ (Special Collections) 

¶ ά¢ƘŜ ŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ ǘŜƭƭ ŀ ǎǘƻǊȅ ǳǎƛƴƎ ŀǊǘŜŦŀŎǘǎΦέ (Special 

Collections) 

One respondent agreed that creativity is an important quality; however it is not essential to 

possess a natural creative talent as the art of creating exhibitions can be taught: 

ά{ƻƳŜ ǎƻǊǘ ƻŦ ƴŀǘǳǊŀƭ ŎǊŜŀǘƛǾƛǘȅ ƛǎ ƘŜƭǇŦǳƭΣ ŀǎ is a fertile 

imagination, but anyone can be taught enough to put together 

something acceptable, even without these natural ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎΩǎέ 

(Public Library) 

4.6.  Training 

Participants were asked whether they had received training either in the workplace or 

externally for exhibition work. The total number of responses for this section was 87. In 

total 66% (58) of respondents had received no training either in the workplace or externally 

for exhibition work.  
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4.6.1. Workplace Training 

 In total only 25% (22) respondents had received training in the workplace for exhibition 

work whilst 75% (65) respondents had not received any training at work.  

4.6.1.1. Satisfaction with Workplace Training 

Chart 11 illustrates levels of satisfaction with training received in the workplace.  Overall 

only 5% (4) indicated they were very satisfied with training received in the workplace.  The 

largest proportion of respondents (24%, 21) indicated a neutral satisfaction level in relation 

to training received in the workplace. 

4.6.2. External Training 

Overall only 28% (24) respondents had attended external training events for exhibition 

work compared to 72% (63) who had not.  

4.6.3. Satisfaction with External Training 

Chart 12 illustrates the respondents satisfaction with external training.  Whilst only 2% (2) 

were very dissatisfied, the largest proportion (28%, 24) expressed neutral satisfaction. 

4.6.4. Additional Training Needs 

Overall 52% (45) of respondents indicated they would benefit from further training for 

exhibition work whilst 38% (33) did not require further training.  The remaining 10% (9) did 

not know if they wanted additional training. 

Respondents were asked to provide details of what additional training they thought would 

be of benefit; 46 responses were received.  67% (31) respondents expressed interest in 

general exhibition work training covering practical elements of design and display; many 

indicated they felt confident selecting themes and materials for display but more support 

was needed for the practical elements of the work.  Skills for website work were also 

highlighted.   

Several respondents indicated they were attending the CILIP Rare Books and Special 

Collections conference in September 2011 to develop their exhibition skills.  
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The following selection of key quotes illustrates the responses: 

¶ άtǊƻǇŜǊ ŘƛǎǇƭŀȅ ƻŦ ŀǊŎƘƛǾŀƭ ƳŀǘŜǊƛŀƭǎ όǇƘȅǎƛŎŀƭύΦέ  (Universities) 

¶ ά¢ǊŀƛƴƛƴƎ ƛƴ ŜȄƘƛōƛǘƛƻƴ ŘƛǎǇƭŀȅǎ - ǘƘŜ ŀŜǎǘƘŜǘƛŎǎ ƻŦ ŜȄƘƛōƛǘƛƻƴǎΦέ (Special Collections) 

¶ ά!ƴȅ Ҍ ŀƭƭέ (Public Library) 

 

 
Chart 11: Satisfaction with workplace training 

 

Chart 12: Satisfaction with external training  
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4.7. Key Challenges and Problems 

From analysis of the questionnaire data it is clear that information professionals face a wide 

variety of problems and challenges when undertaking exhibition work.  Many are common, 

occurring at a large number of organisations; these include lack of resources such as time 

and space.  Many respondents also refer to their own lack of expert knowledge and skills as 

issues.  

Only one respondent indicated they do not face any problems or challenges whilst 

undertaking exhibition work.  The respondent working in a museum library stated that he / 

she receives significant amount of support and investment in resources to enable exhibition 

work in the library. He / she indicated the museum environment is a supportive 

environment for exhibitions with advice and guidance available as a result good 

relationships with curators, designers, conservators and technicians. 

A selection of key findings from the data is presented in Table 7. 
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Table 7: Key problems and challenges 

Money 
¶ Impact on potential for training. 

¶ Resources available for exhibition can be limited if funding is lacking. 

Space 

¶ Limited space for exhibitions is a common problem for libraries restricting 

potential for exhibitions and what can be exhibited: 

o άtƘȅǎƛŎŀƭ ŎƻƴǎǘǊŀƛƴǘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎǇŀŎŜ ŀǾŀƛƭŀōƭŜΦέ (Special Collections) 

¶ Exhibition spaces can have restricted access for visitors: 

o ά9ȄƘƛōƛǘƛƻƴ ǎǇŀŎŜǎ ƛƴŀŎŎŜǎǎƛōƭŜ ǘƻ ŀ ōǊƻŀŘ ǊŀƴƎŜ ƻŦ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΦέ 

(Universities)  For example access is only for library members so 

ŜȄǘŜǊƴŀƭ ǾƛǎƛǘƻǊǎ ŎŀƴΩǘ Ǿƛǎƛǘ ǘƘŜ ŜȄƘƛōƛǘƛƻƴǎΦ 

¶ Display space for exhibitions is not a library priority. 

Time 

¶ Finding time for exhibition work alongside demands of the rest of the service 

is a common problem:  

o ά¢ƛƳŜ ŎƻƴǎǳƳƛƴƎ ǿƻǊƪέ (Museums) 

o άDƻƻŘ ŜȄƘƛōƛǘƛƻƴǎ ǘŀƪŜ ŀ ǾŜǊȅ ƭƻƴƎ ǘƛƳŜ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǳǎǳŀƭƭȅ ƛǎƴΩǘ ŀǾŀƛƭŀōƭŜΦέ 

(Public Library) 

o άbƻǘ ƘŀǾƛƴƎ ŜƴƻǳƎƘ ǘƛƳŜ ǘƻ ƎŜǘ things done as thoroughly as we would 

ƭƛƪŜΦέ (Special Collections) 

¶ Finding time to prepare can be challenging as disruption to the library is a 

problem: 

o tǊŜǇŀǊŀǘƛƻƴ ŦƻǊ ŜȄƘƛōƛǘƛƻƴ άŎŀǳǎŜǎ ƳŀǎǎƛǾŜ ŘƛǎǊǳǇǘƛƻƴέ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŀŦŦŜŎǘǎ 

the service. (Schools) 

Scale of 

Projects 

Large number of staff involved leading to challenges in ensuring everyone 

knows their role and can deliver on time. 

¶ ά/ƻƳǇƭŜȄƛǘȅ ƻŦ ǿƻǊƪƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ Ƴŀƴȅ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΦέ (National Library) 

¶ ά9ƴǎǳǊƛƴƎ ŜǾŜǊȅƻƴŜ ƪƴƻǿǎ ǿƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ƴŜŜŘ ǘƻ Řƻ ŀƴŘ ōȅ ǿƘŜƴΦέ 

(Universities) 

Partnerships 
¶ Collaboration with others especially external organisations can lead to 

miscommunication and reliability issues. 

Lack of 

Support 

¶ Lack of support from management causes problems: 

o άLƎƴƻǊŀƴǘ ƳŀƴŀƎŜƳŜƴǘέ (Public Library) 

¶ Colleagues can also be unsupportive: 

o άhŦǘŜƴ Řƻ ƴƻǘ ŀǇǇǊŜŎƛŀǘŜ ǘƘŜ ŀƳƻǳƴǘ ƻŦ ǘƛƳŜ ŀƴŘ ǿƻǊƪ ƴŜŎŜǎǎŀǊȅΦέ 

(Special Collections) 

Training 

¶ Limited opportunities for training: 

o ά[ŜŀǊƴǘ ǘƻ ǳǎŜ ŜǎǎŜƴǘƛŀƭ ǎƻŦǘǿŀǊŜ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ tƘƻǘƻǎƘƻǇ ƛƴ ƻǿƴ ǘƛƳŜ ǳǎƛƴƎ 

ƻǿƴ ǊŜǎƻǳǊŎŜǎΦέ (Special Collections) 

Skills of the 

Exhibition 

Creator 

¶ ά{ŜƭŜŎǘƛƴƎ ƳŀǘŜǊƛŀƭǎ ŀƴŘ ǿǊƛǘƛƴƎ ŀ ǎǘƻǊȅ ǘƘŀǘ ǿƛƭƭ ōŜ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ŀ ƎŜƴŜǊŀƭ 

ŀǳŘƛŜƴŎŜΦέ (Seminary) 

¶ ά! ŦŜǿ ƎŜƴŜǊŀƭƛǎǘǎ ƻŦǘŜƴ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ Řƻ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƪ ƻŦ Ƴŀƴȅ ǎǇŜŎƛŀƭƛǎǘǎΦέ (Special 

Collections) 

¶ Limited knowledge of collections can hinder exhibition work. 

o ά¢ƘŜ ŎǳǊǊŜƴǘ ŜȄƘƛōƛǘƻǊǎΩ ƭŀŎƪ ƻŦ ǎƪƛƭƭΦέ (Universities) 
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5. Findings: Case Studies 

The following section presents the results of three case studies investigating exhibition 

work in different sectors.   The data for each case study is primarily drawn from an 

interview with a member of staff and the questionnaire data received from the respondent. 

Each interview followed the same broad thematic structure, but was largely guided by the 

experiences of the individual participant and the specifics of the sector in which they 

worked.  This data is supplemented by observations made during visits to the organisations.   

5.1.  Case Study A: University/Special Collections 

Case Study A is a special collections and archive service in university library.   The 

questionnaire and interview participant was the Head of Special Collections and Archives 

within the university library. 

5.1.1. Exhibitions 

9ȄƘƛōƛǘƛƻƴǎ ŀǊŜ ǾƛŜǿŜŘ ŀǎ ŀƴ άƛƴǘŜƎǊŀƭ ǇŀǊǘέ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎǇŜŎƛŀƭ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ ŀǊŎƘƛǾŜ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜΦ  

Exhibitions take place on varying scales; small exhibitions are held within the library 

building, whilst larger scale exhibitions are hosted in a public access gallery space 

elsewhere within the university.    

5.1.1.1. Exhibition Spaces 

The department has recently moved into new accommodation within the library allowing 

greater scope for exhibitions within the building; this move has created a permanent 

exhibition space coƴǎƛǎǘƛƴƎ ƻŦ άǘƘǊŜŜ ƭŀǊƎŜ ƛƴǘŜƎǊŀƭ ǿŀƭƭ ŎŀǎŜǎ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ {ǇŜŎƛŀƭ /ƻƭƭŜŎǘƛƻƴǎ ŀƴd 

!ǊŎƘƛǾŜǎ ŀǊŜŀ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƭƛōǊŀǊȅΦέ This space is used for regular small scale exhibitions of 

materials from the collection.  Exhibitions also take place outside the library in the 

University art gallery when are larger scale exhibitions are possible.  Larger scale exhibitions 

have on occasion been accompanied by other activities such as public lectures and private 

tours.  

Exhibitions at the library also have an online component: selected highlights from each 

ŜȄƘƛōƛǘƛƻƴ ŀǊŜ ƘƻǎǘŜŘ ƛƴ ŀƴ ΨŜȄƘƛōƛǘƛƻƴǎ ƎŀƭƭŜǊȅΩ ǎŜŎǘƛƻƴ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ {ǇŜŎƛŀƭ /ƻƭƭŜŎǘƛƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ 

Archives website.  The website element is currently supplementary to the physical 

exhibitions rather than a standalone exhibition.  
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¢ƘŜ ¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ [ƛōǊŀǊȅΩǎ {ǇŜŎƛŀƭ /ƻƭƭŜŎǘƛƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ !ǊŎƘƛǾŜǎ ŘŜǇŀǊǘƳŜƴǘ ŀƭǎƻ ƻŦǘŜƴ ƭƻŀƴǎ ƻǳǘ 

material from its collections for exhibition in other organisations,  for example in museums 

both nationally and internationally.  

5.1.1.2. Frequency of the Exhibitions 

According to the questionnaire data the library holds exhibitions every three to six months; 

the interview further revealed that exhibitions are a regular activity for the department, 

changing routinely over the course of the academic year. From the questionnaire data it is 

apparent that the exhibitions normally last at least three months. 

5.1.1.3.  Purpose of the Exhibitions 

In response to the questionnaire, the following aims or purposes of the exhibitions were 

indicated: 

¶ Promotion of Collections 

¶ Education 

¶ Community Outreach 

¶ Commemorative Exhibition. 

The subject of exhibition purpose was investigated further in the interview. It is understood 

that promotion of collections is a core aim of exhibitions at this library following further 

discussion of the purpose of the exhibitions; widening access to the collections and making 

them accessible beyond the immediate university community is regarded as highly 

important.  The participant spoke of the role played by exhibitions in opening up the 

collections to a wider audience and making them more visible. Exhibitions allow the library 

ǘƻ άǇǊƻǾƛŘŜ ŀ ǎƴŀǇǎƘƻǘ ƻŦ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛƻƴǎέ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ŀƛƳ ƻŦ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎƛƴƎ ǳǎŀƎŜΦ   ¢ƘŜ ƻƴƭƛƴŜ 

exhibition element plays a key role, allowing more people to find out about the collections; 

during the interview, an example was given of people coming in to use the library after 

discovering the online component of the exhibition. The interview also provided further 

evidence of the community outreach purpose behind the exhibitions.  Many of the 

collections held at the library have a local point of interest which is drawn out within the 

exhibitions. 
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5.1.2. The Information ProfessionalΩs View 

5.1.2.1. The Role of the Information Professional 

The participant listed key activities undertaken as part of their exhibition work role in 

response to Question 15: 

¶ Select materials for exhibiting 

¶ Write labels 

¶ Set up physical displays. 

Following the interview additional key activities undertaken as a part of the exhibition work 

role were identified: 

¶ Devise topic or theme for the exhibition 

¶ Research exhibition topic 

¶ Organise lectures, talks and tours when necessary. 

5.1.2.2. Key Skills and Expertise 

Key skills and expertise for exhibition work were identified through both the questionnaire 

and interview: 

Design skills / aesthetic vision: It is important for anyone involved in exhibition work to 

understand that visual appeal is a key aspect of an exhibition.  Visitors require a visual hook 

to engage with, thus creative skills and an aesthetic eye are essential to ensure the 

exhibition is visually appealing. 

¶ άtƛŎƪ ƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ǘƘƛƴƎǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŀǇǇŜŀƭ Ǿƛǎǳŀƭƭȅ ƻǊ ǘŜƭƭ ǎƻƳŜ ƪƛƴŘ ƻŦ ǎǘƻǊȅΦέ 

Interpretation:  An exhibition needs to possess a narrative to offer the visitor an 

informative, entertaining or enlightening experience, thus it is vital the exhibition creator 

has an understanding of the importance of creating stories or providing contextualisation. 

¶ ά¸ƻǳ ƴŜŜŘ ŀƴ ŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ ǎŜƭŜŎǘ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǳŦŦ ǿƛǘƘ ŀƴ ƛƴǘŜƭƭŜŎǘǳŀƭ ŀǊǊŀƴƎŜƳŜƴǘΣ ƻǊ ŀ 

ǘƘŜƻǊȅΣ ƻǊ ŀ ǎǘƻǊȅ ƛƴ ƳƛƴŘΦέ 

Selection / Deselection: In addition to having the skills to select the best items for display, 

it is important to understand when to stop filling a display cabinet. 

¶ άYƴƻǿƛƴƎ ǿƘŀǘ ǘƻ ƭŜŀǾŜ ƻǳǘ ƛǎ Ƨǳǎǘ ŀǎ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ŀǎ ƪƴƻǿƛƴƎ ǿƘŀǘ ǘƻ Ǉǳǘ ƛƴΦέ 
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5.1.3. Problems and Challenges of Exhibitions 

In the questionnaire response the participant indicated that space for exhibitions was a 

major challenge; 

 άώ¢ƘŜϐ main challenge was securing a dedicated exhibition space 

ǘƻ ŜȄƘƛōƛǘ ǊŀǊŜ ōƻƻƪǎκƳǎǎώƳŀƴǳǎŎǊƛǇǘǎϐκŀǊŎƘƛǾŜǎΦέ 

The topic of problems and challenges was discussed further during the interview.  From this 

the practical issue of preservation and conservation arose as another main challenge;  

ά¢ƘŜ ƳŀǘŜǊƛŀƭ ƛǎ ǊŀǊŜΣ ƛǘΩǎ ƻƭŘΣ ƛǘΩǎ ǾŀƭǳŀōƭŜΣ ŀƴŘ ǎƻƳŜ ƻŦ ƛǘΩǎ ǉǳƛǘŜ 

fragile. It is about making sure the environmental conditions are 

ǊƛƎƘǘΣ ǘƘŜ ƭƛƎƘǘƛƴƎ ƛǎ ǊƛƎƘǘΣ ǘƘŜ ǎŜŎǳǊƛǘȅ ƛǎ ŀŎŎŜǇǘŀōƭŜΦέ 

5.1.4. Training 

Staff at the organisation had not received any formal training for exhibition work. The main 

sources of information, advice and guidance are informal; guidance is normally sought from 

colleagues rather than published literature.  

5.1.5. Summary of Key Points 

Purpose and benefits: Promotion of collections is the primary purpose, thus exhibitions are 

held on a regular basis to ensure the collections are being made publically available.  As a 

result of exhibiting the library has seen increased usage of the special collections 

department. Exhibitions are targeted beyond the library and university, at the local 

community to raise the profile of the service as well as give something back to those who 

contribute to public funding of higher education. 

Role of the information professional: In this case study the information professional takes 

responsibility for the exhibitions alongside the other core duties of their role as the head of 

department.  Key skills required are creativity and design skills, combined with knowledge 

of the collections to select the most suitable items for exhibition. 

Problems and challenges: The key challenges are availability of space and the materials to 

be displayed. Space is at a premium within an academic library so securing a permanent 

exhibition space was a challenge.  Spaces need to be both visible and accessible for an 
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exhibition to be successful, thus publicly accessible spaces elsewhere in the university are 

often used to increase the visibility of the exhibition. 

5.2.   Case Study B: Local Studies/Public Library 

Case Study B is an archive and local studies library service located within a shared building 

with the central public library and a museum. The questionnaire and interview participant 

was the local studies librarian working at the local studies library.  

5.2.1. Exhibitions 

Exhibitions are a key part of the outreach activities undertaken by the organisation.  As the 

library is the local studies service for the district exhibitions have a local focus, utilising 

materials from the local studies collections.  The scale of the exhibition work can vary 

greatly, ranging from small table top or exhibition panel displays of copies of materials to 

exhibition of library materials in large exhibitions in partnership with the museum service.   

Exhibitions feature both original items and or copies of materials, depending on the nature 

of the exhibition.  

5.2.1.1. Exhibition Spaces 

The library has permanent exhibition spaces within the library building with museum cases 

available for the display of original materials whilst exhibition panels are available for the 

display of copies of materials. 

5.2.1.2. Frequency of the Exhibitions 

The questionnaire response for Case Study B indicates exhibitions take place regularly at a 

frequency of every one to three months.  Exhibitions normally last approximately between 

one month and three months.  

5.2.1.3. Purpose of the Exhibitions 

In response to the questionnaire, the following aims or purposes of exhibitions were 

indicated: 

¶ Promotion of Collections 

¶ Promotion of Library Service 

¶ Education 
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¶ Community Outreach 

¶ Commemorative Exhibition 

The issue was investigated further in the interview. The benefit of exhibitions for the library 

service is a main driving factor behind the programme.  Exhibitions are viewed as an 

important tool in promoting the local history service and its collections.  Exhibitions are one 

of the approaches used in creating awareness of the service and developing the user base. 

ά[ƻŎŀƭ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅ Ƙas a drop off rate of users so [we] need to 

ŎƻƴǘƛƴǳŜ ǘƻ Ǝŀƛƴ ƴŜǿ ǳǎŜǊǎΦέ  

Attracting new users is crucial to the local history service.  Exhibitions allow people to 

discƻǾŜǊ ǘƘŜ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜ ŜȄƛǎǘǎΤ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘ ŜȄǇƭŀƛƴŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ŀǎ ŀ ǊŜǎǳƭǘ ƻŦ ŜȄƘƛōƛǘƛƻƴǎ άǇŜƻǇƭŜ 

ǿƘƻ ƘŀǾŜ ƭƛǾŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŀǊŜŀ ŘƛǎŎƻǾŜǊ ŀƴŘ ǳǎŜ ȅƻǳέΦ  !ŘŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭƭȅ ŜȄƘƛōƛǘƛƻƴǎ ŀǊŜ ŀ ǿŀȅ ǘƻ 

provide an extra service to the existing users of the library; the interviewee explained that 

offering extra value to existing users was of great importance.  Exhibitions also serve the 

purpose of highlighting particular collections which may ordinarily not be seen, for the local 

history library exhibitions are used to raise the profile of particular items in the collection.  

Another purpose of exhibitions in this case study is to provide value for its community of 

users. The library is a local studies library and therefore exhibitions have a local focus with 

the intention of creating a connection for the community; another means of giving 

ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ƛǘΦ  Lƴ ŀŘŘƛǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŜȄƘƛōƛǘƛƻƴǎ ǎƘƻǿƛƴƎ άǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǘƘƛƴƎǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ 

ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǿƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿ ǿŜǊŜ ƭƻŎŀƭέΣ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ǳǎŜŘ ŀǎ ŀ ǿŀȅ ǘƻ ōǳƛƭŘ ǇŀǊǘƴŜǊǎƘƛǇǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ 

local community.  Partnerships have been formed between the library and local interest 

groups and societies, for example a local history group.  

5.2.2. The Information ProfessionalΩs View 

5.2.2.1. The Role of the Information Professional 

The participant listed key activities undertaken as part of their exhibition work role in 

response to Question 15: 

¶ Select materials for exhibiting 

¶ Exhibition design 

¶ Write labels 

¶ Design and writing exhibition web content. 
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Following the interview additional key activities undertaken as a part of the exhibition 

work role were identified: 

¶ Research 

¶ Set up physical displays 

¶ Creating supplementary materials including leaflets and brochures  

¶ Liaison with other organisations for loan of items. 

5.2.2.2. Key Skills and Expertise 

Key skills and expertise for exhibition work were identified through both the questionnaire 

and interview: 

Creativity:  Creative thinking is deemed a core skill for exhibition work.  Innovative, creative 

ideas are employed to make exhibitions more visually appealing and attractive for visitors.  

¶ For one exhibition library staff wore historical costumes from the period of focus in 

the exhibition to add an additional visual dimension and bring the collection to life. 

Communication skills: Exhibition work in this case requires effective collaborative working 

in partnership with others in the library and also with external organisations.  Effective 

communication skills are needed for many aspects of exhibition work; communication is 

needed between the librarian and those involved in the exhibition including local groups 

contributing to the project. 

Interpretation: The ability to interpret collections and provide a point of interest for the 

visitor to engage with is a vital skill; the librarian must have the skills to draw out the 

themes and narratives whilst creating an exhibition as exhibitions must offer something of 

interest for the visitor. 

Knowledge: Exhibitions in a local studies library require a good amount of local knowledge 

to ensure exhibitions are interesting and relevant to the local community. An awareness of 

key dates and local events is useful for devising exhibition ideas.     
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5.2.3. Problems and Challenges of Exhibitions 

Resources such as time, money and equipment are a notable challenge for exhibition work 

in this case. Finance is a particularly limiting factor.   During the interview the participant 

ƛƴŘƛŎŀǘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƻǊƎŀƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴ Ƙŀǎ άƴƻ ōǳŘƎŜǘ ŦƻǊ ŜȄƘƛōƛǘƛƻƴǎέ ŜȄŎŜǇǘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ƭŀǊƎŜǊ ǎŎŀƭŜ 

events which occur in collaboration with the museum.  As a result the exhibition work is 

ŎƻƴŘǳŎǘŜŘ άƻn a shoe-ǎǘǊƛƴƎέ ŎǊŜŀǘƛƴƎ ƭƛƳƛǘŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŀǎ ǘƻ ǿƘŀǘ ƛǘ ƛǎ ǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜ ǘƻ ŀŎƘƛŜǾŜΦ  

 From questionnaire data it is evident that time is also a problematic issue for exhibition 

work in this case study, particularly in relation to working in partnership with others.  

ά²ŀƛǘƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ ƻǘƘŜǊǎ ǘƻ ŎŀǊǊȅ ƻǳǘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǇŀǊǘέ ƛǎ ŀ ƴƻǘŀōƭŜ ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜ ǿƘŜƴ ŎƻǳǇƭŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ƻǘƘŜǊ 

time constraints. 

Touring exhibitions round smaller branch libraries in the area is a possibility which creates 

additional challenges.  Sending exhibitions to branch libraries is in theory a good way to 

increase visibility of the collection and facilitate greater access, however, there are many 

logistical challenges.   

5.2.4. Summary of Key Points 

Purpose and benefits:  Promotion of the library is the main purpose of the exhibitions. 

Exhibitions play a key role in creating awareness of the service to attract new users.  

Developing links with the community is important so the exhibitions always have local 

relevance. 

Role of the information professional: Involvement encompasses all elements of exhibition 

work, such as design, selecting items and installation, as well as liaising with external 

groups and other staff, and writing web content.  A wide range of skills is required as a 

result. 

Problems and challenges: Finance is the main barrier to exhibition work in the 

organisation.  There is no budget for exhibitions meaning most projects face limitations to 

what can be achieved.  

 

 

 



64 
 

5.3.   Case Study C: National Library 

Case Study C is a national library.   The questionnaire and interview participant was a 

curator working at the library. 

5.3.1. Exhibitions 

5.3.1.1. Exhibition Spaces 

The library has a range of dedicated permanent and temporary exhibition spaces including; 

άм Ȅ ǇŜǊƳŀƴŜƴǘ ǘǊŜŀǎǳǊŜǎ ƎŀƭƭŜǊȅΣ м Ȅ ƳŀƧƻǊ ǘŜƳǇƻǊŀǊȅ ŜȄƘƛōƛǘƛƻƴ ǎǇŀŎŜΣ м Ȅ medium 

ŜȄƘƛōƛǘƛƻƴ ǎǇŀŎŜΣ м Ȅ ǎƳŀƭƭ ǘŜƳǇƻǊŀǊȅ ŜȄƘƛōƛǘƛƻƴ ǎǇŀŎŜΦέ   ¢ƘŜ ǇŜǊƳŀƴŜƴǘ ƎŀƭƭŜǊƛŜǎ ŘƛǎǇƭŀȅ 

priceless treasures held by the library such as rare illuminated manuscripts and historic 

documents.  These items are exhibited on an ongoing basis.  The remainder are described 

as temporary galleries.  These are dedicated spaces used for regularly changing exhibitions.  

5.3.1.2. Frequency of the Exhibitions 

As detailed above the exhibitions in the permanent galleries are ongoing whilst the other 

spaces are used for exhibitions on a varying basis.  In response to the questionnaire the 

following timescales were indicated: 

¶ major exhibition: six months 

¶ medium exhibition: three months 

¶ other exhibitions: ad hoc. 

5.3.1.3. Purpose of the Exhibitions 

In response to the questionnaire, the following aims or purposes of the exhibitions were 

indicated: 

¶ Promotion of collection 

¶ Community outreach 

¶ Commemorative exhibition. 

The subject of exhibition purpose was developed further during the interview.   

A key idea which emerged was the importance of promoting the collections to enable 

people to see the treasures the library has within.  The participant spoke of the purpose of 
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ǘƘŜ ƭƛōǊŀǊȅΥ άǿŜ ŀǊŜ ǘƘŜǊŜ ǘƻ ǎƘƻǿ ƻŦŦ ǿƘŀǘ ǿŜΩǾŜ ƎƻǘΦέ  aŀƴȅ ƛǘŜƳǎ ƘŜƭŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ƭƛōǊŀǊȅ ŀǊŜ 

items of significance to the national social or cultural heritage, particularly the items 

exhibited within the peǊƳŀƴŜƴǘ ΨǘǊŜŀǎǳǊŜǎΩ ƎŀƭƭŜǊƛŜǎΦ  As a public funded organisation it is 

crucial the public is given access to the collections.  

Another key purpose of the exhibitions is to enable the library to reach new audiences   

ά²Ƙŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŜȄƘƛōƛǘƛƻƴǎ Řƻ ƛǎ ǘƘŜȅ ŎƻƴƴŜŎǘ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ƎŜƴŜǊŀƭ ǇǳōƭƛŎ 

in a way and they connect with tourists and connect with families 

ŀƴŘ ǘƘƻǎŜ ǎƻǊǘǎ ƻŦ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǿŜ ǿƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ƴƻǊƳŀƭƭȅ ƎŜǘ ǘƻΦέ 

From the interview it emerged that the exhibitions are viewed as a medium for connecting 

with potential visitors.  Exhibitions allow the library to become more accessible to a wider 

ǊŀƴƎŜ ƻŦ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΤ ƛǘΩǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ǎƘƻǿƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƭƛōǊŀǊȅ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ Ƨǳǎǘ ŀ ǊŜǎƻǳǊŎŜ ŦƻǊ ǎŎƘƻƭŀǊǎ ŀƴŘ 

researchers but for curiosity fulfillers and entertainment seekers.  

Education is another purpose with exhibitions designed to make collections not only 

accessible but also to ensure visitors have a knowledge-enriching experience.  The 

exhibitions showcase the collection whilst engaging and inspiring visitors of all ages; there is 

a strong consideration of the educational experience for children as well as everyone else.  

5.3.2. The Information ProfessionalΩs View 

5.3.2.1. The Role of the Information Professional 

The participant listed key activities undertaken as part of their exhibition work role in 

response to Question 15: 

¶ Curate exhibitions 

¶ Manage staff curating major exhibitions 

¶ Manage staff curating small exhibitions 

¶ Advise colleagues on the selection of material and the development of storylines 

¶ Assist in the revision of panels and labels 

¶ Provide training. 
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Following the interview additional key activities undertaken as a part of the exhibition work 

role were identified: 

¶ Propose exhibitions  

¶ Scope ideas for exhibitions 

o Develop storylines and themes 

o Selection of potential materials from the collections for exhibiting.  

¶ Interpretation 

o For panels and labels as well as supplementary materials 

¶ Media work 

o Contribution of material for publicity and promotion 

¶ Liaison with designers, technical specialists, interactive team, press and publicity, 

security. 

5.3.2.2.The Exhibition Process 

During the interview detailed information was gathered about the process undertaken to 

develop and execute an exhibition project at the organisation:  

 

 

A detailed ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘΩǎ ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜƳŜƴǘ ƛƴ ŀƴ ŜȄƘƛōƛǘƛƻƴ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ƎŜƴŜǊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ 

ideas to the selection of materials is given below: 

¶ Ideas - develop ideas and create a storyline, considering the key messages 

for the exhibition. 

¶ Different interpretations ς consider what the different sections could be 

and the key messages for each. 

¶ Scoping document ς sets out the sections of the exhibition and the aim of 

each section. 

¶ Research other exhibitions ς look to see what other organisations have 

exhibited on the same theme. 

¶ Assessing the collection ς conducting subject searches in your catalogue 

then going to look at collection, taking photographs. 

¶ Consult the specialist ς discuss the collections with the specialists 

responsible to gain an expert opinion and find out about items you may not 

have already found. 

Idea Ąselection of materials Ąstaging the exhibition 
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¶ Revisit the collection items ς use printed photographs of the selected 

items from the collection to plan how the exhibition might fit together. 

Assess how well the arrangement conveys the storyline and meets the aims 

set out in the scoping document.  

¶ Gaps in the storyline? - Look for gaps in the storyline. If there is a gap then 

start over again until it works.  

¶ It works! ς The exhibition can be put together, think about how best to 

display, what labels and panels are needed. 

5.3.2.3. Key Skills and Expertise 

Key skills and expertise for exhibition work were identified through both the questionnaire 

and interview: 

Knowledge:  the information professional should possess a variety of knowledge when 

involved in exhibition work including: 

¶ Collection knowledge 

¶ Knowledge of the history of printing and publishing 

¶ Good general knowledge as a background to label writing. 

Communication Skills:   From the questionnaire data it is understood that excellent written 

communication skills are essential for exhibition work; information professionals must 

ǇƻǎǎŜǎǎ άŘŜǾŜƭƻǇŜŘ ǿǊƛǘƛƴƎ ǎƪƛƭƭǎ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊƭȅ ŦƻǊ ǇŀƴŜƭǎ ŀƴŘ ƭŀōŜƭǎέΦ  !ƴƻǘƘŜǊ ŜƭŜƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ 

the exhibition work for the participant in this case is managing staff.  Communication skills 

are vital; much of the work to create the exhibition including the design element is 

undertaken by other teams. Thus the role requires good communication skills to convey the 

exhibition ideas to the individuals working on the exhibition. 

Creativity:  In the quŜǎǘƛƻƴƴŀƛǊŜ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘ ǎǘŀǘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ŀƴ άŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ ƎŀǘƘŜǊ 

ŘƛǎǇŀǊŀǘŜ ƛŘŜŀǎ ƛƴǘƻ ŎƻƘŜǊŜƴǘ ŜȄƘƛōƛǘƛƻƴ ǇǊƻǇƻǎŀƭǎέ ŀǎ ŀ ƪŜȅ ǎƪƛƭƭΦ Lǘ ƛǎ ŜǎǎŜƴǘƛŀƭ ǘƘŜ 

information professional is capable of using creative and practical thinking skills to develop 

coherent and workable ideas for exhibitions.  Creativity is also required in the development 

of storylines and narratives for the exhibition, drawing upon the context of the items as 

well as their visual appeal to produce an informative but visually stimulating exhibition. 

Curatorial skills:  The exhibition creator needs to be skilled at both selecting of items from 

the collection as well as deselection.  
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5.3.3. Problems and Challenges of Exhibitions 

Size of the Organisation:  The size of the organisation compared to other library 

organisations causes problems for exhibition work.   

ά!ƴȅ ŜȄƘƛōƛǘƛƻƴ Ƙŀǎ ǎƻ Ƴŀƴȅ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜŘ ƛƴ ƛǘΣ ƛǘ ōŜŎƻƳŜǎ ƘŀǊŘ 

to be fast, so many people want to have their say and need to 

ƘŀǾŜ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǎŀȅΦέ 

National Remit:  As a national library the organisation has a national remit, 

meaning it must provide services for the nation. Therefore its exhibitions must 

offer an experience or relevance to the whole country:  

ά[The library] has a UK role, perhaps something other libraries 

ŘƻƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ ǿƻǊǊȅ ŀōƻǳǘΦ ²Ŝ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ ǎƘƻǿ ŜƴƎŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ ǿƛǘƘ ŀƭƭ 

ŎƻǊƴŜǊǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ¦YΦέ 

However, being based in one place creates problems. Often it is difficult to 

bring a regional or national element into an exhibition as it is about a collection 

of objects which are in geographically removed from the majority of the 

population.   

Partnerships:  Lƴ ǘƘŜ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴƴŀƛǊŜ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜΣ άǿƻǊƪƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ŎƻƴǘǊŀŎǘŜŘ ƛƴǘŜǊŀŎǘƛǾŜ 

ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇŜǊǎέ ƛǎ ƭƛǎǘŜŘ ŀǎ ŀƴ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜ ƻŦ ŀ Ƴŀƛƴ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳ ŜƴŎƻǳƴǘŜǊŜŘΦ aŀƴȅ ŜƭŜƳŜƴǘs of the 

exhibitions are not possible without external contractors as the skills are not available in 

house.  

5.3.4. Training 

The organisation has a training programme, in which knowledge and experiences are 

shared and external speakers are brought in.  Inexperienced staff are partnered up with 

experienced staff to work on a smaller scale exhibition before working on larger projects.  

5.3.5. Summary of Key Points 

Purpose and benefits:  As a publicly funded organisation it is important for the 

library to make its collections available and accessible to the public.  Exhibitions enable new 

audiences to be reached. Rather than the library being just research library for scholars, it is 
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positioning itself alongside museums as a visitor attraction offering an educational 

experience. 

Role of the information professional: The role of the information professional is primarily 

as a project manager.  Much of the work involves managing staff and overseeing the work 

of others, thus project management skills such as communication and leadership are 

essential.  

Problems and challenges: The national remit is identified as the main challenge for the 

library.  Although based in one location, the exhibitions must engage with the entire 

country to fulfil the organisations national purpose.  This is a challenge as it is not possible 

to tour exhibitions, and making them relevant to the country as a whole is not always easy.  

Online components are used as a solution to this problem.  
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6. Summary of Findings 

This chapter provides a summary of the questionnaire and case study findings presented in 

the previous two chapters. 

6.1.  Meeting the Research Objectives 

The findings from the data collected meet the research objectives set out in the 

introductory chapter. Key findings have been made about the extent to which exhibition 

work takes place and the involvement of the information professional through analysis of 

the questionnaire data.  Furthermore the range of sectors in which exhibition work takes 

place has been identified using this data.  Through analysis of the questionnaire data and 

case studies, findings about the skills and expertise required for exhibition work have been 

made in addition to the development of an overview of the main problems and challenges 

of this work.  

6.2.  Overview of Findings 

The findings show that exhibitions are part of the promotional and outreach work of 

libraries across a wide range of sectors; however universities, special collections and public 

libraries are particularly engaged in this type of work.  The scope and scale of exhibition 

work differs between libraries across all sectors.  The majority of exhibitions are staged 

with the intention of promoting collections, thus increasing visitor numbers and 

engagement with collections.   

The role of the information professional varies in accordance to the exhibition programme, 

however a large proportion of those involved in exhibitions have responsibility for the 

overall process, from planning to installation.  Project management is a significant aspect of 

the work.  Information professionals working for small libraries usually complete the 

majority of the work themselves.  Even in some larger organisations such as universities, 

information professionals take sole responsibility for exhibition projects, calling upon other 

staff for assistance when necessary.   Furthermore the majority of information 

professionals working on exhibition projects have received no training for this work, either 

in the workplace or externally, despite it often being a part of the job description.   



71 
 

It is clear from the questionnaire and case studies that that each sector and each individual 

organisation faces their own unique set of problems.   The next chapter will present a more 

detailed discussion of the findings of this research  
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7. Discussion of Findings 

7.1.  Introduction 

This chapter discusses the findings from the survey and the case studies, together with the 

literature.  However as the literature is limited in many areas to, its scope to confirm the 

findings is reduced.  Firstly, the extent to which information professionals are involved in 

exhibition work across sectors is examined. The purpose of library exhibitions is discussed 

followed by findings regarding the benefits of exhibiting collections.  The chapter then 

explores the problems and challenges experienced by information professionals in 

exhibition work.  The discussion focuses on the reasons for these problems and challenges, 

and identifies strategies to overcome them such as training and other measures.   Here 

findings about key skills and expertise required for exhibition work are drawn upon to 

inform the discussion.  

7.2.  Involvement of Information Professionals in Exhibitions 

7.2.1. Sectors 

Participants in the study represented a range of sectors. Respondents to the questionnaire 

provided evidence of exhibition work taking place in all library sectors.  The findings drawn 

out of the data indicate that exhibition work is more prevalent in special collections (29%, 

19), universities (26%, 17) and public libraries (17%, 11).  These findings are consistent with 

the emphasis on exhibition work in special collections and academic libraries in the 

literature (Kemp and Witschi, 1997; Dukta, Hayes and Parnell, 2002; Prendergast, 2003).   

There is a degree of crossover between universities and special collections, with many 

university libraries encompassing a special collections department as part of the service. It 

ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ƪƴƻǿƴ ǿƘŜǘƘŜǊ ǊŜǎǇƻƴŘŜƴǘǎ ŘŜŦƛƴƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǎŜŎǘƻǊ ŀǎ άǳƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘƛŜǎέ ǿƻǊƪ ǿƛǘƘ ǎǇŜŎƛŀƭ 

collections or whether participants from special collections work within a university or 

other organisation.   It is also important to note the problem is not confined to universities 

and special collections.  The distinction between special collections and other sectors is also 

blurred.  A special collection Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ŘŜŦƛƴŜŘ ŀǎ άǊŀǊŜΣ ƻŦǘŜƴ ǳƴƛǉǳŜ ƳŀǘŜǊƛŀƭǎ ƎŜƴŜǊŀƭƭȅ 

ƘƻǳǎŜǎ ƛƴ ǎŜŎǳǊŜΣ ƳƻƴƛǘƻǊŜŘ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘǎέ όCouncil for Library and Information Resources, 

нллуύΦ ¢ƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ƎŜƴŜǊŀƭƭȅ ǾƛŜǿŜŘ ŀǎ άǎŜǇŀǊŀǘŜ ŀƴŘ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦƛŀōƭŜ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛƻƴǎέ όbƻǊǘƘǳƳōǊƛŀ 

University, 2007). Thus the collections held by the library of a historic house or museum, for 
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example, could be deemed a special collection, depending on the properties of the 

collection.  Furthermore the private membership category is comprised of responses which 

were marked as other in the findings and indicated membership was private.  These 

responses included the libraries of private members clubs and private membership 

societies.  Again depending on the characteristics of the collections these organisations may 

fit the definition of a special collection.  With consideration of these factors it is clear that 

the sector with the most involvement in exhibitions (when measured in its broadest sense) 

is special collections. This may be because the items held in special collections are 

inherently more exhibitable, or because there is greater scope for holding exhibitions in this 

sector. 

The findings illustrate the occurrence of exhibition work in other sectors, albeit to a lesser 

extent.  Responses were received, although in much smaller numbers, from information 

professionals involved in exhibition work within schools and further education, business, 

and private membership organisations.   The findings highlight the importance of 

collections which tell stories or have visual impact when creating a successful exhibition; all 

interview participants emphasised the importance of having interesting collections to 

exhibit, an idea which is reflected in further comments given by questionnaire participants.  

These views reiterate the stance held by Traue (2000), who argues that interesting 

exhibitions are not frequently created from library collections. It can be concluded that not 

all library collections are suitable for an exhibitions project.  Different types of collections 

are held by libraries in different sectors; not all will be appropriate for an exhibition.  For 

example the collections of a law or business library will be on the whole less visually 

ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŀƴ ŀ ǎǇŜŎƛŀƭ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ƳŀƴǳǎŎǊƛǇǘǎ ƻǊ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ƭƛǘŜǊŀǘǳǊŜ ŀƴŘ will 

therefore hold less scope for exhibitions.  The exhibition potential of collections could be a 

factor explaining a lower response rate from some sectors.  Exhibition potential is largely 

based on whether the library has collections with an exploitable social, cultural or historical 

context from which an exhibition can be created.  This is arguably more likely in special 

collections.  Thus during examination of the involvement of information professionals 

according to sector, consideration must be given to the fact libraries in certain sectors are 

less likely to hold exhibitions than others.  

The distribution of the questionnaire must also be considered as a factor explaining 

variation in responses across sectors; the choice of distribution channels may have resulted 

in a bias towards the academic sector and special collections as reflected in the findings.  It 
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is possible that other sectors are engaged in exhibition work but are not represented by this 

study. 

7.2.2. Levels of Involvement 

The level of involvement of information professionals in exhibition work is an area of 

research which is lacking, as highlighted by the literature review.  Overall the range of 

responses about involvement was varied; however more respondents were involved as a 

regular ongoing aspect of their role rather than on an ad-hoc basis. It was indicated that 

involvement depended on availability of time and resources as well as the frequency of 

exhibitions. The data relating to frequency and duration of exhibitions points to a large 

amount of variation and no discernable pattern with regards to how often libraries hold 

exhibitions. This explains the diversity and variation in responses about how often 

participants were involved in an exhibition project.  From the data it can be concluded that 

the level of involvement by each individual is subject to the duration and frequency 

required by the project.  Levels of involvement are also determined by the extent to which 

exhibition projects are workable around other duties and demands of the library service.  

As this issue has not been discussed in the literature no comparisons can be drawn 

between the findings and existing research.  

7.3.  Purpose and Benefits of Library Exhibitions 

7.3.1. Purpose of Exhibitions 

Almost all respondents currently involved in exhibitions (91%, 59) indicated that promotion 

of collections was a purpose for exhibition in the library. Other reasons for library 

exhibitions given in the literature are highlighted in the findings including library advocacy 

(or promotion of the library) and to a lesser extent education and entertainment. 

This finding correlates with the literature where promotion of collections was given as a key 

purpose for library exhibitions.  Of the six respondents for which promotion of collections 

was not a reason, three were from the public library sector.  It is understood that these 

libraries open up the exhibition spaces to external groups within the community, for 

example local artists can hire the space to hold exhibitions of artwork.  Here the exhibitions 

are viewed as an outreach tool to build partnerships with the community rather than a tool 

to promote library collections.  Similarly, other libraries that do not exhibit for the purpose 
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of promoting collections primarily do so for the purposes of community outreach and 

education.  

The findings indicate that 75% (49) of libraries hold exhibitions for an educational purpose 

whilst only 37% (24) are held to promote the library.  The literature however places greater 

emphasis on promoting the library as a purpose than education. In the literature 

exhibitions are considered a key part of the strategies used by libraries to market 

themselves (Byrd, 2001; Dent, 2002).  Exhibitions are viewed as a solution to the need for 

more creative and engaging marketing strategies.  However the findings reveal promoting 

the library is not given as much priority as promoting individual collections.  In some 

sectors, such as further education, museum libraries and historic houses, promotion of the 

library was not given as a reason by any respondents whereas the findings suggest it is held 

as a higher priority by school libraries and public libraries.  The reason for this can be 

further understood through examination of the role of the library within its parent 

organisation or community.  For example Case Study B, a local studies library, revealed the 

importance of exhibitions in raising awareness of the library service within the community.  

Exhibitions are a means of bringing people through the door and then showing what else 

the library can offer.  Rather than aiming for increased use of a specific collection, 

exhibitions are intended to highlight the existence of the service.  

The findings reveal entertainment is not a key priority for libraries.   Entertainment was 

only listed as a purpose by one respondent, a historic house library.  The reason for this is 

the historic house functions as a visitor attraction, thus the exhibitions must play an 

entertainment role within the visitor experience.  As entertainment is not generally a core 

library function this finding is to be expected. 

7.3.2. Benefits of Exhibitions 

The findings of the study indicate exhibitions can have many benefits for libraries. This 

correlates with consensus identified in the literature.  Within the literature the main 

benefits are identified as increased visibility and awareness of collections (Cleeve, 1995; 

Prendergast, 2003), demonstration of the value of the library (Dent, 2002), and education 

ƻŦ ǎǘŀŦŦ ŀƴŘ ǳǎŜǊǎ ό/ƘŀŘōƻǳǊƴŜΣ мфтсύΦ {ŎƘŀŜŦŦŜǊΩǎ όмффмύ ŦƻǳǊ ƪŜȅ ōŜƴŜŦƛǘǎ for exhibitions 

can be identified in the findings: aesthetics, economics, efficiency and enthusiasm are given 

by respondents to the questionnaire and in the case studies.  
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However not all opinion about library exhibitions is positive. The quotes below were given 

by questionnaire respondents illustrating negative opinions about library exhibitions: 

άaƻǎǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƻƴŜǎ LϥǾŜ ǎŜŜƴ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ōƻǊƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ǳƴƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛǾŜ 

ŀǎ ƘŜƭƭΦέ (Health) 

ά¢ƻƻ ƻŦǘŜƴ ώI] still see cases of insufficient depth, books opened 

too flat, booƪǎ ōŀŘƭȅ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘŜŘ ŀƴŘ ǘƻƻ ƳǳŎƘ ƭƛƎƘǘΦέ (Historic 

House) 

/ƭŜŜǾŜ ǎǘǊŜǎǎŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ άōŀŘ ŘƛǎǇƭŀȅ ǿƻǊƪΣ ƛƴŎƻǊǊŜŎǘƭȅ ŀƛƳŜŘΣ Ŏŀƴ Řƻ ŀ ƭƻǘ ƻŦ ŘŀƳŀƎŜΦέ (1995: 

31). Users may be put off by poor aesthetics or perceive a lack of knowledge and skills in 

the library staff.  The findings highlight quality of exhibitions is a reoccurring problem.  One 

of the key skills required for exhibitions is an understanding of audiences, this ensures the 

exhibitions are correctly targeted and meet with visitor expectations.   Case Study C can be 

considered an example of best practice; the library conducts audience research as part of 

its planning process to ensure success of exhibitions. Poor exhibitions are not conducive to 

promoting libraries; ultimately one could negatively impact upon aesthetics, economics, 

efficiency and enthusiasm.    

7.3.2.1. Promotion of Collections 

The overall opinion of participants about the value of exhibitions as a tool for promoting 

collections was positive, with benefits including greater awareness of collections amongst 

library users and increased usage of collections indicated in the responses.  Both 

questionnaire respondents and the participants interviewed for the case studies expressed 

enthusiasm for the potential of exhibition in promoting their collections, providing 

anecdotal evidence of the benefits. Case Study A emphasised the importance of 

exhibitions: 

άDŜƴŜǊŀǘƛƴƎ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘΣ ƎŜƴŜǊŀǘƛƴƎ ƭƻŎŀƭ ŜƴǘƘǳǎƛŀǎƳΣ ƭŜǘǘƛƴƎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ 

ƪƴƻǿ ǿƘŀǘ ȅƻǳΩǾŜ Ǝƻǘ ǘƻ ǊŀƛǎŜ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻŦƛƭŜΦέ ό/ŀǎŜ {ǘǳŘȅ !Τ 

University/Special Collections) 

 

The organisation benefited from exhibiting,  the user base for the university special 

collections is believed to have increased as a result of exhibitions.  Similarly Case Study B 

highlighted benefits citing the gaining of new users as a result of exhibitions. The 
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participant spoke of the importance of showcasing collections as it increases their visibility, 

encouraging increased usage. Gaining new users as a result of promoting collections is 

paramount in this case; the participant explained local studies libraries have a regular drop 

off rate of users as often people use the library temporarily for a specific project.   

The findings also reveal that many libraries surveyed are part of publically funded 

organisations; there is an obligation to make collections accessible to the public.  Promotion 

of collections is therefore a main purpose of library exhibitions.  Case studies A and C 

highlight this issue, citing their responsibility as publically funded organisations to give 

something back to the communities of which they are a part.  

Despite the many benefits listed by participants, not all responses alluded to benefits as a 

result of exhibitions; one questionnaire respondent commented on their experience of 

exhibitions in a university library: 

άhŦǘŜƴ L ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ǎǳǊŜ ǿƘŜǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŜȅ ώŜȄƘƛōƛǘƛƻƴǎϐ ǿŜǊŜ ǘƘŜ ōŜǎǘ ǿŀȅ 

ǘƻ ǇǊƻƳƻǘŜ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛƻƴΦέ (Universities) 

The participant questions whether the input of time and resources is equal to the gains. A 

good exhibition requires a large amount of effort and resources to be effective in 

promoting collections.  The benefits may not be forthcoming for libraries that do not have 

the resources to implement the project effectively.  

7.3.2.2.  Promotion of the Library Service 

Closely linked to promotion of collections is the promotion of the library service. The 

literature suggests promoting the library is a common purpose of exhibitions, however the 

findings show less than half (37%, 24) are held for this purpose.   Similar economic benefits 

may be seen when exhibitions aim to promote the library service.  However, promoting 

specific collections may prove more beneficial as specific potential user groups can be more 

easily targeted.  Nonetheless, exhibitions can be useful in raising the profile of a library 

within the community.  Case Study B stresses the importance of promoting the library as a 

whole and raising awareness of its existence.  

ά[ƻŎŀƭ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅ Ƙŀǎ ŀ ŘǊƻǇ ƻŦŦ ǊŀǘŜ ƻf users so [we] need to 

ŎƻƴǘƛƴǳŜ ǘƻ Ǝŀƛƴ ƴŜǿ ǳǎŜǊǎΦέ όCase Study B; Local Studies/Public 

Library) 
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Lƴ ǘƘƛǎ ŎŀǎŜ ŜȄƘƛōƛǘƛƻƴǎ ŦƻǊƳ ŀ ŎƻǊŜ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƭƛōǊŀǊȅΩǎ ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎȅ ǘƻ ŘǊŀǿ ƛƴ ƴŜǿ ǳǎŜǊǎΦ  ! 

similar strategy was found in Case Study C, the library uses exhibitions as a way of 

introducing the library to a new user base that it would not ordinarily be able to reach 

through promoting its collections.  

7.3.2.3.  Education of Staff  

άL ƘŀǾŜ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ŦŜƭǘ ǘƘŀǘ ŜȄƘƛōƛǘƛƻƴǎ ŀǊŜ ƘǳƎŜƭȅ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘΣ ƴƻǘ Ƨǳǎǘ 

for promoting the collection, and engaging new audiences, but for 

the opportunity it gives staff to increase their knowledge of their 

ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛƻƴǎΦέ (Special Collections) 

Analysis of responses to the questionnaire indicates educational benefits for those 

involved. Exhibitions require information professionals to really know what is held in the 

collections and develop a good level of background knowledge about them.  This 

corroborates with the literature where Chadbourne (1976) and Prendergast (2003) identify 

educating staff as a benefit of exhibition work.   This benefit was highlighted by the 

participants of case studies A and B; both indicated that working on exhibitions has proved 

to be a learning process where exhibition work provided the opportunity to learn more 

about the collections and develop expert knowledge. 

7.4.  Problems and Challenges of Library Exhibitions 

Despite the benefits of exhibitions many problems and challenges remain. The 

questionnaire identified a range of problems and challenges. 

ά9ǾŜǊȅ ŜȄƘƛōƛǘƛƻƴ Ƙŀǎ ƛǘǎ ƻǿƴ ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜǎΦέ (Special Collections) 

One respondent commented that each exhibition comes with its own set of challenges, a 

concept which can be applied to the topic as a whole.  Each exhibition, library and sector is 

bound by its own set of circumstances which present challenges for the information 

professional.   Problems and challenges for an exhibition stem from a range of factors 

including the choice of topic, available time and resources, space, other library projects and 

work commitments. In support of this idea the case studies illustrate the individual nature 

of the problems faced, highlighting the relationship between organisational context and 

problems encountered whilst undertaking exhibition work.  
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Problems and challenges identified during the study can be split into three main categories: 

the challenge of displaying library collections, resources, and people. 

7.4.1. Library Collections 

7.4.1.1. Aesthetics 

The findings suggest a key challenge for information professionals creating exhibitions is 

ensuring library collections look interesting when on display.  According to Traue (2000) the 

display of library materials is problematic as library collections often do not lend 

themselves towards exhibitions. Books and manuscripts do not have the same visual appeal 

as artefacts found in museums.  Prendergast states άŜȅŜ ŀǇǇŜŀƭ ƛǎ ƻŦ ǇŀǊŀƳƻǳƴǘ 

ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴŎŜΣέ (1995: 31) as engagement with exhibitions begins with visual stimulus.  

Participants commented on the challenge of ensuring exhibitions are engaging for the 

visitor: 

ά5ƛŦŦƛŎǳƭǘȅ ƻŦ ƳŀƪƛƴƎ ŎŀǎŜǎ ŎƻƴǘŀƛƴƛƴƎ ƻǇŜƴ ōƻƻƪǎ ƭƻƻƪ ǾŀǊƛŜŘ ŀƴŘ 

ŜƴƎŀƎƛƴƎΦέ όbŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ [ƛōǊŀǊȅύ 

Case Study C expands on the challenges presented when displaying library collections; 

visual appeal is difficult to achieve as books become flat and 2D when on display as they 

can only be displayed from one perspective.  You can either have the book open, but to 

only to one page, or closed showing the binding. Without multiple copies you cannot 

ŘƛǎǇƭŀȅ ōƻǘƘΦ  ¢ƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ŀƭǎƻ Ǌƛǎƪ ƻŦ ŀ άōǳǘǘŜǊŦƭȅ ŜŦŦŜŎǘ ƻŦ ŜǾŜǊȅǘƘƛƴƎ ƭƻƻƪƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜέ ό/ŀǎŜ 

Study C; National Library) which will result in the visitor losing interest.  Cleeve (1995) 

shares this view, stressing the importance of variety.  Similar skills are emphasised as 

important in Case Study A.  The questionnaire results highlight design skills and an aesthetic 

eye as core skills.   Participants expressed an interest in more training opportunities for 

design; however some believed it is an area which is difficult to teach so training 

opportunities would not be highly beneficial. 

7.4.1.2. Interpretation 

Further to the issue of training, the findings indicate a greater awareness of exhibition 

theory could prove beneficial in overcoming the challenges of exhibition work. Some 

questionnaire respondents indicated that broader knowledge of the theoretical aspects of 

exhibitions would improve their exhibition work.  However as the literature review 
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highlights exhibition theory is aimed at museum professionals.  The case studies illustrated 

the importance of creating themes and storylines for exhibitions, a task for which 

interpretation is a key skill. For example Case Study B emphasised the importance of 

drawing up local connections as part of the interpretation of the collection when creating a 

storyline.   

Lƴ ǘƘŜ ƭƛǘŜǊŀǘǳǊŜ DǊŜŜƴōƭŀǘǘΩǎ όмффмύ ǘƘŜƻǊȅ ƻŦ ǊŜǎƻƴŀƴŎŜ ŀƴŘ ǿƻƴŘŜǊ ƛǎ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎŜŘ ŀǎ ŀ 

framework for categorising exhibitions.  The case studies suggest that library exhibitions fall 

into the resonance category.  Collections are exhibited with a view to sparking ideas, 

creating connections and sharing knowledge (Greenblatt, 1991; Traue, 2000).   Case Study B 

draws upon elements of the collection which resonate with the community whilst Case 

Study A often adopts a similar approach, exploiting local connections to give the exhibitions 

appeal. hƴƭȅ ǘƘŜ ŜȄƘƛōƛǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ /ŀǎŜ {ǘǳŘȅ / Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ǾƛŜǿŜŘ ŀǎ ΨǿƻƴŘŜǊΩ ŜȄƘƛōƛǘƛƻƴǎΤ ǘƘŜ 

library has a permanent display of treasures which are more likely to be invoke a wonder 

response from the viewer.  However, exhibitions held by Case Study C do also fall into the 

resonance category as they seek to educate and impart knowledge.  In the literature 

Prendergast (2003) discusses the importance of considering how appealing the exhibition 

will be for the community, and focusing the choice of themes and storylines on topics 

which will resonate with the target audience.  From this evidence it can be argued that 

information professionals must have a solid understanding of exhibition theory; of 

interpretation, themes, and audiences to create an exhibition which is most effective.   

7.4.1.3. Preservation and Conservation 

The quote below from Case Study A illustrates the another challenge posed by library 

collections; 

ά¢ƘŜ ƳŀǘŜǊƛŀƭ ƛǎ ǊŀǊŜΣ ƛǘΩǎ ƻƭŘΣ ƛǘΩǎ ǾŀƭǳŀōƭŜΣ ŀƴŘ ǎƻƳŜ ƻŦ ƛǘΩǎ ǉǳƛǘŜ 

fragile. It is about making sure the environmental conditions are 

ǊƛƎƘǘΣ ǘƘŜ ƭƛƎƘǘƛƴƎ ƛǎ ǊƛƎƘǘΣ ǘƘŜ ǎŜŎǳǊƛǘȅ ƛǎ ŀŎŎŜǇǘŀōƭŜΦέ (Case Study 

A; University/Special Collections) 
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The questionnaire also highlights this issue with respondents stating the importance of 

possessing knowledge of preservation and conservation issues: 

άYƴowledge of conservation [is the] best practice for the display 

ƻŦ ƭƛōǊŀǊȅ ƳŀǘŜǊƛŀƭΦέ (National Library) 

ά¦ƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƛƳǇŀŎǘ ƻŦ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘŀƭ ŎƻƴŘƛǘƛƻƴǎ ƻƴ 

ŘƛǎǇƭŀȅΦέ (Special Collections) 

 Most items from library collections can only be exhibited with consideration for practical 

issues; therefore it is important information professionals are knowledgeable. To ensure 

the preservation of items, the exhibition must have appropriate environmental conditions 

and use of the right display equipment is paramount.  Issues of security must also be 

considered to ensure collection items are not put at risk of theft, loss or damage by being 

put on display.   Respondents indicated training on practical issues relating to preservation 

and conservation would be beneficial.  Findings relating to training opportunities reveal 

over half the respondents (66%, 58) have received no training for exhibitions.  More 

training opportunities are clearly a recommended strategy for overcoming issues arising 

from lack of knowledge and expertise. 

7.4.2. Resources  

Analysis of the findings reveals time, money and display equipment as other limitations for 

exhibition work; this confirms the findings from the literature in which Chadbourne (1976), 

Cleeve (1995) and Dent (2002) highlight availability of resources as a limitation. 

Time is a major concern for those involved in exhibitions, across all sectors. Dent (2002) 

considers managing exhibition work alongside other duties of the job to be a major 

challenge, an idea which is confirmed by the findings of the questionnaire.  44% (42) of 

respondents cite time restrictions as a challenge to exhibition work.  Finding time to work 

on exhibitions whilst undertaking other core responsibilities of the job is particularly 

difficult, particularly for those working solo or in small organisations.  Often for the solo 

information professional less time can be dedicated to exhibitions as it is important that 

provision of other services is not compromised. 

A small budget or even a non-existent budget for exhibition work is another challenge 

which information professionals commonly face according to the findings of the study. The 

participant in Case Study B emphasised financial constraints are a major limitation on what 



82 
 

can be achieved.  In this case the organisation has no budget for exhibition work apart from 

when larger exhibits are taking place.  Thus information professionals involved in exhibition 

projects need to be able to employ creativity and imagination to work with limited budgets 

and resources.  Cleeve (1995) recommends a contingency budget as costs can be extensive 

and increase easily, however this may not be practical for those working with an already 

limited budget.  This finding is to be expected given the continual and increasing financial 

pressures facing libraries across all sectors (CIBER, 2009; Research Information Network, 

2010). 

7.4.3. People 

7.4.3.1. Staff 

Respondents indicated that not having enough staff was a problem restricting the scope to 

develop exhibitions to their full potential.  Many libraries, in particular small organisations, 

do not have enough staff to commit to exhibition work on an ongoing basis.  In many small 

organisations information professionals undertake exhibition work on their own. One 

respondent commented that:  

άLƴ ŀ ǎƳŀƭƭ ƭƛōǊŀǊȅ ƻǊ ǎǇŜŎƛŀƭ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛƻƴΣ ŀ ŦŜǿ ƎŜƴŜǊŀƭƛǎǘǎ ƻŦǘŜƴ 

ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ Řƻ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƪ ƻŦ Ƴŀƴȅ ǎǇŜŎƛŀƭƛǎǘǎΦέ ό{ǇŜŎƛŀƭ /ƻƭƭŜctions) 

To refer back to the museum literature, Boylan (2010) states that exhibition work is 

becoming increasingly professionalised.  The national library investigated in Case Study C is 

increasingly bringing in staff from the museums sector possessing the required expert skills. 

For most libraries this is not an option, therefore other solutions such as training and advice 

networks may need to be improved to alleviate potential problems.  Several respondents 

indicated they take responsibility for the entire exhibition process, from the initial ideas to 

planning and installation, meaning a highly rounded and well developed skill set is required. 

The findings reveal one library is planning to overcome the challenge of staff availability by 

taking an altogether different approach: 

άhƴŜ ƻŦ Ƴŀƴȅ ŀǊŜŀǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŜϥǊŜ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊƛƴƎ Ƴŀȅ ōŜ ǎǳƛǘŀōƭŜ ŦƻǊ 

ǾƻƭǳƴǘŜŜǊǎ ǘƻ ōŜ ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜŘ ƛƴΦέ (Public Library) 

This model, whilst effective in ensuring exhibition work remains an activity of the library, 

does not overcome the issue of money and appropriate resources.  In contrast larger 
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organisations such as the national library, examined in Case Study C, are increasingly 

outsourcing exhibition projects to experienced contractors.  A concern which develops from 

this finding is that the use of volunteers may result in lower quality exhibitions. Exhibition 

design is a professionalised area requiring training and experience. Cleeve (1995) states a 

poor exhibition can be damaging; if volunteers do not possess the skills to create successful 

exhibitions, the quality of the exhibition may be compromised as could the reputation of 

the library. 

Respondents also highlighted having too many staff involved in the exhibition projects as a 

problem. Large project teams often lead to the slowing down of the process as there are 

too many decision makers and too many points of view to consider.   

ά9ȄƘƛōƛǘƛƻƴǎ ŀǊŜ ŀƭǎƻ ǉǳƛǘŜ ǊŜǎƻǳǊŎŜ-heavy and usually involve a 

number of different colleagues - so ensuring that there everyone 

knows what they need to do and bȅ ǿƘŜƴ ƛǎ ŜǎǎŜƴǘƛŀƭΦέ 

(Universities) 

This issue is identified by Dent (2002) who cites external partnerships and collaborations as 

a challenge for exhibitions. This is further evident from Case Study C.   

ά!ƴȅ ŜȄƘƛōƛǘƛƻƴ Ƙŀǎ ǎƻ Ƴŀƴȅ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜŘ ƛƴ ƛǘΣ it becomes hard 

to be fast, so many people want to have their say and need to 

ƘŀǾŜ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǎŀȅΦέ ό/ŀǎŜ {ǘǳŘȅ /; National Library) 

Here exhibition projects involve large numbers of staff, drawn from different departments 

in the library as well as external contractors.  Several respondents emphasised the 

importance of interpersonal skills such as teamwork and communication for exhibition 

work.  These skills are essential in preventing and overcoming problems related to having 

large numbers of staff involved.  

7.4.3.2. The Skills Gap  

The museum literature places great emphasis on skills and expertise for exhibition work, in 

line with the professionalisation of the work (Dean, 1996). Information professionals need 

to possess the right skills and expertise for exhibition work. The findings illustrate lack of 

skills is a problem, which confirms the suggestion of Schaeffer (1991) that skills for 

exhibitions are not possessed by information professionals. 
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 ά[ŀŎƪ ƻŦ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭ ŀǊǘƛǎǘƛŎ ǎƪƛƭƭǎΗέ ό{ǇŜŎƛŀƭ /ƻƭƭŜŎǘƛƻƴǎύ 

ά¢ƘŜ ŎǳǊǊŜƴǘ ŜȄƘƛōƛǘƻǊϥǎ ƭŀŎƪ ƻŦ ǎƪƛƭƭΦέ ό¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘƛŜǎύ 

Lack of skills for exhibition work may result in poor exhibitions which will not be beneficial 

for the library, as Cleeve (1995) highlights, a poor exhibition can be damaging.  Information 

professionals considering exhibiting need to understand what makes a good exhibition and 

how to create a successful exhibition.    

The findings point to a number of solutions including training and outsourcing. Case Study C 

is an example of the use of outsourcing to overcome the problem of not all the essential 

skills being available in house.   Training is the most obvious solution to remedy the lack of 

skills for exhibition work, however cost and availability of training is currently an issue.  As 

66% (58) respondents have received no training it is clear that training is not currently 

available or accessible for information professionals.  This is attributed to a lack of useful 

and cost effective training opportunities. The findings of Case Studies A and B highlight a 

reliance on informal guidance, for example seeking advice from colleagues rather than 

formal training opportunities.  Case Study C can be viewed as a model of best practice for 

training; the organisation ensures all involved in exhibitions are trained in house. Training 

includes mentoring in which inexperienced staff are partnered with more experienced 

colleagues to work on a small exhibition before undertaking large scale projects.   When 

asked about what training would be of benefit, many cited practical training to acquire 

more skills, for example training in aesthetics and design, display techniques, and handling 

materials. 

7.4.4. Support for Exhibition Work 

Cleeve ƴƻǘŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ Ƴŀƴȅ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴ ǊŜƎŀǊŘ ŜȄƘƛōƛǘƛƻƴ ǿƻǊƪ ŀǎ ŀ άŦǊƛǾƻƭƻǳǎΣ ƴƻƴ-

cost-ŜŦŦŜŎǘƛǾŜ ǇŀǎǘƛƳŜΦέ (1995: 32). Findings drawn from the questionnaire data indicate 

this view is a problem for some information professionals involved in exhibitions. 

άaƻǊŜ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ŦǊƻƳ ƳŀƴŀƎŜǊǎ ƛǎ ƴŜŎŜǎǎŀǊȅΦέ (Special Collections) 

The participant quoted above felt that management support is essential; without it 

exhibition projects cannot be fully successful.   For an exhibition to be effective in raising 

the profile of libraries, the participant believes they must be highly professional, well 

planned and visually appealing.  This is only possible with support from management to 

enable the appropriate resources to be utilised.  According to Dent (2002) exhibitions 






























































