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ACRL  collections practitioners have particular ethical duties and values that 
derive from the responsibility of caring for cultural property on behalf of the general 
public. 

● Balancing the current and potential future needs of all stakeholders who are 
invested in the collections stewarded by practitioners is a central ethical concern. 

● Relationships are at the center of ethical practice, including those between 

practitioners and users, donors, creators, vendors, colleagues, administrators, and other 

http://www.ala.org/tools/ethics
http://www.ala.org/tools/ethics


2 
 

for individual rights expressed therein.2 Furthermore, practitioners have particular 

responsibilities and opportunities associated with caring for cultural property, 

preserving original artifacts, and supporting both community engagement and 

scholarship with primary research materials. 

 
Relationships are at the center of ethical practice, including those between special 

collections practitioners and users, donors, creators, vendors, colleagues, administrators, 

https://www2.archivists.org/statements/saa-core-values-statement-and-code-of-ethics
http://rbms.info/about/#diversity
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standards of behavior are necessary to maintain public trust in the institution and in its 

staff. 

 
At times, ethical values conflict with practical constraints. There are also circumstances 

in which one ethical value may be in tension with another. When this occurs, special 

collections practitioners must bring their experience and judgment to bear on each case 

in order to arrive at the best solution. Practitioners also have a responsibility to center 

ethical practice in decision-making, resisting pressure to sacrifice values for the sake of 

pragmatism whenever possible. Assessment and other tools designed to improve 

institutional performance should incorporate ethical values. Practitioners are 

encouraged to engage in ongoing professional development and discourse about 

professional ethics in cultural heritage work. 
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Special collections library: A library, or an administrative unit (such as department) of a 

larger institution, devoted to collecting, organizing, preserving, and describing special 

collections materials and making them accessible. Such entities are also generally 

referred to as “the institution” in parts of this document. 

 
Special collections materials: The entire range of textual, graphic, and artifactual 
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intersections of identity. When making selection decisions, practitioners take into 

account the level of resources available to process, describe, preserve, maintain, and 

make materials available, as well as whether other institutions may be a better fit for a 

particular collection. Practitioners avoid conflicts of interest and the appearance 

thereof, both in their institutional role and in any personal collecting. Practitioners 

should attempt to return items in their collections to creators, previous owners, or their 

descendants if those items were obtained unethically in the past. Due to the variety of 

past collection development practices, practitioners should consider a policy regarding 

the return of collection items unethically obtained in the past. 

 
Development and Donor Relations 
Special collections practitioners who interact with donors have a dual imperative: to 

develop and maintain responsible relationships with donors, and to ensure responsible 

custody of materials and financial gifts by balancing donors’ interests with institutional 

goals, priorities, and capacities. 
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They also support dialogue regarding issues of silence and power within the historical 

records in their collections. 

 
Preservation and Security 
Special collections practitioners acknowledge the security and preservation of 

collections to be a fundamental responsibility of stewardship, though human lives 

should always be valued above the collections themselves. They promote and 

implement measures to safeguard materials and ensure future access through 

appropriate policies, environments, procedures, and intellectual control. 

 
Privacy and Confidentiality 
Special collections practitioners have a responsibility to ensure the privacy and 

confidentiality of users, donors, record creators, record subjects, and vendors. When 

working with potentially sensitive information within collections, practitioners 

prioritize access while recognizing the need to respect confidentiality of some materials, 

including the possible use of time-
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C ommentary 
Collection Access and Accessibility 
Users access special collections materials in a variety of physical and digital 

environments, and special collections practitioners must be informed of the relevant 

professional and legal standards that govern accessibility in these environments. So as 

not to put the burden



8 
 

 
 

Collection Development 
Collection development does not happen in a vacuum. Special collections practitioners 

control or significantly influence selection, 





http://www.ala.org/acrl/standards/security_theft
http://www.ala.org/acrl/standards/security_theft
http://www.ala.org/acrl/standards/security_theft
http://www.ala.org/acrl/standards/security_theft
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Special collections practitioners maintain current disaster preparedness and recovery 

policies and procedures. Planning for the long-term care of special collections materials 

requires practitioners to consider the sustainability of collections, along with an 

awareness of the potential impact of climate change and other



http://www2.nau.edu/libnap-p/index.html
https://www.saada.org/tides/article/20120418-704
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an institution, practitioners should consider whether it would be more appropriate to 

recommend stewardship resources available via professional archival organizations. In 

some cases, it may also be appropriate for an institution to offer expertise or resources 

directly. 

 
Vendor Relations 
Maintainingto 


