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This whitepaper provides practical guidance, grounded in 
archival standards, expert experience, and case studies, 
to help professionals stabilize collections safely. It covers 
planning, physical stabilization, logistics, and workflows, 
ensuring both preservation and access.

Successful archival move projects integrate planning, 
handling, housing, and execution:

	> Planning: Assess collection scope, condition, and risk

	> Handling and stabilization: Apply techniques 
appropriate for specific archival materials, using 
archival-quality containers, supports, and shelving

	> Execution: Coordinate logistics and digitization 
workflows to minimize handling

The successful execution of a collection move depends 
on meticulous planning, material-specific handling 
protocols, and a consistent chain of custody. Together, 
these best practices ensure that archival and cultural 
heritage materials are preserved for future generations 
and remain securely accessible in their new environment.

Source: Features of Effective Packaging and Transport 
	 for Artwork (2020)

Archives and cultural heritage institutions often face the challenge of relocating physical 
collections for digitization or a variety of other reasons. Without proper handling, these 
moves can result in irreversible damage or loss of historical value.

Executive summary

34.9% of reported museum insurance 
losses happen during transit, according 
to a Canadian Conservation Institute study.

https://www.canada.ca/en/conservation-institute/services/conservation-preservation-publications/technical-bulletins/effective-packaging-transport-artwork.html
https://www.canada.ca/en/conservation-institute/services/conservation-preservation-publications/technical-bulletins/effective-packaging-transport-artwork.html
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Knowing the basics of collection 
stabilization in advance—and incorporating 
it into a comprehensive disaster 
preparedness plan—will help reduce risk 
and improve response.

New acquisitions

New acquisitions can come from private donors, 
storage facilities, office spaces, or other archival 
or non-archival locations. These situations may be 
particularly challenging due to space constraints, limited 
organization and stabilization, environmental concerns, 
and complex logistics.

Organizational changes

Facility closures, moves, renovations, or company mergers 
drive the need to shift, relocate, or digitize collections. 
Collections may need to be moved offsite temporarily 
or indefinitely. Even moving materials within the same 
building or across a campus can be stressful for both 
staff and collections.

Changes in user demand

Remote access, digital scholarship, and online exhibitions 
require more intentional movement of collections. 
Reduced demand for physical access allows institutions 
to rethink space allocation and store collections more 
cost-effectively.

Environmental threats and 
disaster preparedness

Protecting collections from temperature and humidity 
fluctuations, aging infrastructure, fire hazards, and 
natural disasters requires quick decisions and fast 
responses. HVAC systems can fail, roofs can leak, and 
water pipes can burst without warning. Staff need to 
be prepared to act quickly to move collections correctly 
and efficiently.

Archives often need to move or digitize collections due to acquisitions, organizational 
changes, user demands, environmental threats, and disaster preparedness.

The challenges
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1.1  Assessment

Collection assessment should include identifying formats 
within the collections. Document the quantity of each 
format and how materials are currently housed. Include 
notes on condition and flag high-risk items that need 
stabilization or conservation mitigation before movement 
or digitization.

Some fragile formats—such as rare books, audiovisual 
assets, glass plate negatives, and artifacts—require 
specialized treatment to ensure they are secure during 
transit. Plan for the appropriate supplies and 
transport logistics.

1.2  Collection management considerations

A complete, up-to-date inventory is essential for tracking 
collections throughout the entire project. Barcoding 
is highly recommended, as this enables quick scanning 
and authentication of items at each stage of movement 
and digitization.

A move or relocation presents an ideal opportunity to 
enhance collection organization and metadata. Leverage 
existing collection databases and update them with 
additional metadata. If no inventory exists, establish 
a temporary plan to record items during packing.

Proper housing is key to maintaining stability during 
movement. Use the planning phase to identify and 
address rehousing needs. Choose archival-quality boxes, 
folders, or supports that fit the storage configuration at 
the new location.

The planning phase is the foundation of any successful collection move. A holistic approach 
integrates assessment, collection management, timelines, stakeholder communication, 
and specialized logistics.

Planning phase

High risk Rare books, glass plate 
negatives, artifacts

Medium risk Maps, oversize documents, 
audiovisual

Low risk Standard paper, manuscripts, 
mode photos

Every move is an opportunity to improve collection organization, inventory accuracy, 
and metadata quality—supporting long-term preservation and accessibility.
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1.3  Timeline and resource allocation

Once the move date or digitization project kickoff is set, 
create a backward-planned timeline (workback schedule). 
Start with the final deadline and map all required tasks 
in reverse chronological order to determine when the 
project must begin to ensure all steps are completed 
on time.

Include contingency plans for environmental or logistical 
disruptions and determine where the timeline can be 
adjusted or extended.

Assign roles and responsibilities for each task, covering 
internal staff and any vendors involved in the process. 
Use a RACI chart (Responsibility Assignment Matrix) to 
clarify who is Responsible, Accountable, Consulted, 
and Informed.

This helps reduce confusion, streamline communication, 
minimize delays, and ensure everyone understands their 
role in each step or deliverable.

1.4  Stakeholder communication

Stakeholder buy-in supports project efficiency and 
reduces risk to unique archival materials. Internal staff 
should understand their responsibilities and be informed 
of safety protocols and emergency procedures.

Depending on the type and extent of collection 
movement, access to collections may be limited. 
Communicate any access restrictions to researchers 
and internal users with sufficient advance notice.

Plan a reporting schedule for upper management 
and funders. Granting institutions may require regular 
updates, so assign responsibility for reporting during 
the planning phase.

1.5  Packing materials in a residence

When archival materials are located in a residential or non-standard setting, additional planning is essential to protect 
collections and ensure project efficiency.

	> Schedule a site visit and do a thorough walk-through. 
Observe site conditions, access points, and potential 
hazards. Take photos and note any supplies needed.

	> Identify safe exit routes, including stairways, 
elevators, and narrow doorways. Note factors that 
may limit or delay movement.

	> Confirm that sufficient temporary staging areas 
are available for packed materials.

	> Plan systems and workflows to track items 
throughout packing, transport, and relocation.

	> Organize an onsite work team and assign clear roles 
for packing, handling, and transport. Ensure team 
members understand privacy and property 
protection protocols.

	> Confirm that vehicles, pallets, and equipment are 
suitable for transporting fragile or oversized items 
from a residential setting.

	> Align with the donor or resident on timing 
and any access restrictions. Consider appointing 
a backup contact.
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Archives and museums handle a wide range of materials, each requiring tailored stabilization 
and packing methods. The table below consolidates best practices for common formats.

Handling and physical stabilization

Material type Stabilization Packing/housing Environment/transport

Rare books Acid-free tissue wrap
Archival boxes with lids or acid-free 
card stock lined boxes; acid-free 
tissue dunnage

Stable temperature and humidity; solid 
pallets stacked no more than three high

Papers or manuscripts Acid-free folders or dividers Archival boxes filled tightly; use spacers 
to fill voids Stable temperature and humidity

Photographs
Acid-free sleeves, folders, 
polypropylene sleeves

Appropriately sized archival boxes 
keeping weight in mind

Cool, dry, dark environment; stack 
no more than three high

Audiovisual (tapes, discs) Minimize handling
Protective containers; over-boxing if 
needed; fill voids with acid-free tissue Stable temperature and humidity

Maps and oversized 
documents

Rolled on tubes with acid-free 
tissue and linen ties, or flat

Archival tubes, large flat boxes, 
or map cases

Stable temperature and humidity; 
keep flat

Artifacts and 3D objects Custom foam supports Archival boxes or crates with padding
Stable, vibration-free; avoid stacking 
fragile items

LPs or grooved 
recording discs

Avoid stacking; 
restrict movement

13 x 13 x 13-inch double-wall boxes; 
foam; buffer sheets; fragile labels

Position narrow side in the 
direction of travel; use air-ride 
or air-conditioned transport

CDs Avoid overpacking
Stack on layers above heavier material; 
use slip sheets

Use air-conditioned transport; 
maintain orientation

Glass plate negatives – intact Handle by the edges; avoid 
rubbing

Individual buffered paper sleeves; 
sturdy boxes with corrugated dividers

Arrange with narrow side in direction 
of travel; limit stacking to two high on 
foam-lined surface

Glass plate negatives – 
flaking/broken

Handle with extreme care; 
sandwich broken pieces 
between supports

Four-flap phase boxes; label “BROKEN 
GLASS,” store flat

Store flat; avoid stacking; 
consult with conservator 

59% of museums reported transport damage caused by shock or vibration, reinforcing 
the need for proper stabilization and shock isolation.

Source: Vibratory Impacts of Music and Transport on Museum Collections (2022)

https://online.flippingbook.com/view/1044278564/40/


2.1  Rare books stabilization

Certain collections, such as rare books, require careful 
pre-stabilization before relocation. Rare books may 
have material or condition issues such as red rot, loose 
bindings, brittle paper, illuminations, or vellum that 
require special attention.

Volumes with red rot or loose bindings can be wrapped 
quickly and inexpensively with acid-free tissue to protect 
them during packing and transport. After the move, 
the tissue can be removed or kept in place until further 
conservation treatment is available.

Rare books can be placed on end, spine down, or flat in 
acid-free boxes, depending on the size of the books and 
box. Folio volumes should be placed flat in shallow boxes. 
Fill void areas with acid-free tissue paper to prevent 
shifting during transport.

Filled boxes should not be stacked more than three high 
on solid pallets, with corrugated board placed between 
each layer.

2.2  Grooved recording discs (LPs, CDs)

Grooved recording discs should be placed upright in a 
walled corrugated box. A 13 x 13 x 13-inch box works well 
for LPs. Place a layer of thin foam on the bottom, then fill 
void areas with foam sheets or bubble wrap. Add another 
thin foam layer on top before closing the flaps.

Boxes should be placed with the narrow side in the 
direction of travel. Label boxes “NARROW SIDE” and 
“FRAGILE.” Stack no more than two or three layers high, 
placing corrugated cardboard sheets between each layer. 
Use air-ride and air-conditioned trucks for transport.

2.3  Glass plate negatives

Handle glass plate negatives with two hands placed on 
opposite edges (not corners). House plates in individual 
buffered paper sleeves, with the emulsion facing away 
from the seams. Store sleeved plates vertically in archival 
document boxes with corrugated interleaving every inch. 

Boxes should be placed with the narrow side in the 
direction of travel. Archival boxes can be placed in larger 
overboxes or bins lined with foam for transport. Label 
boxes “NARROW SIDE” and “FRAGILE.” Stack no more 
than two layers high, placing foam sheets between each 
layer. Use air-ride and air-conditioned trucks 
for transport.
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3.1	 Residential logistics and transport planning

Residences have space and exit limitations. Assess door 
widths, stairways, elevator availability, tight corners,  
and other physical constraints. Note features that could 
assist movement such as handicap ramps, wide hallways, 
and open foyers.

Plan the path materials will take from collection areas 
to exits. Walk these paths and record video for later 
review. Identify bottlenecks and potential hazards along 
the route.

Create a workflow that sequences packing and  
transport to minimize backtracking and unnecessary 
handling. Designate staging areas inside the residence 
before transport.

Verify vehicle clearance and dimensions for efficient 
loading. Assess ground conditions such as gravel,  
uneven terrain, and broken pavement at exit points.

Use appropriate supports, padding, and restraints to 
secure material during loading and transport.  
Maintain orientation of fragile or oversized items 
consistent with packing specifications.

When materials are packed and moved from a residential or non-standard location,  
special attention to space, workflow, and transportation logistics is essential to  
prevent damage and ensure safety.

Execution considerations

Planning for residential packing requires 
careful consideration of logistics, safety, 
and access to protect both people and 
collections.

3.2	Long-distance acquisitions

Moving archival or cultural heritage materials over long 
distances introduces additional challenges. Planning and 
stabilization must account for variable road conditions, 
weather, and extended transport times.

Transport environment: Collections may be exposed 
to extended temperature and humidity fluctuations 
during transit. Trucks will inevitably encounter poor 
road conditions that can cause vibrations and 
sudden movements.

	> Cover and secure pallets inside the truck with 
adjustable straps. Place fragile items with the narrow 
side in the direction of travel.

	> Place a portable datalogger with the load, preferably 
in the middle of the truck. Remove the logger on 
arrival and download the data as soon as possible  
for reporting. 

	> Create a plan for how to manage stops due to rest 
breaks, refueling, or breakdowns.

Security considerations: Ensuring the security of  
archival and cultural heritage materials during relocation 
is essential, particularly for high-value, fragile,  
or long-distance shipments.

	> Apply security tape or seals to boxes, crates, 
or pallets before transport. Use security seals on the 
truck trailer door, and request photos of the seals 
at departure and upon arrival.

	> Request real-time tracking to monitor the truck’s 
location, progress, and estimated arrival time.  
GPS-enabled or RFID-tracked containers can be 
used for high-value or sensitive materials.

	> Maintain clear records of who handles materials  
at each stage. Include signature verification for  
each handoff.
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Crumpled acid-free 
paper for interior  

void areas

Foam blocks 
for interior or 

exterior void areas

Dunnage to prevent any shifting Vibration control for glass or other fragile items

Foam lining in  
over containers

Vertical and direction 
of travel orientation

Vibration ‘donuts’  
for pallets

Vibration control for glass or other fragile itemsClimate control

In-trailer units can 
drip—avoid placing 

material under them

Be specific about 
climate requirements, 

test it and have it 
agreed to in writing

Plan for access 
if the truck arrives 

during closed hours

Plan for stops due  
to rest breaks

Include a portable 
temperature and 

humidity data logger 
to monitor conditions 

during transport

Security is an integral part of collection handling. Proper seals, real-time tracking, 
and a documented chain of custody help safeguard materials from tampering, theft, 
or misplacement.
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Case study:  
Florida International University

Project overview

Florida International University faced the challenge of 
safely relocating and digitizing a collection of more 
than 400 rare rum bottles, many still sealed, from 
a donor’s home.

Outcome

The collection is now stabilized, fully documented, 
and accessible for global research. The project 
highlights the value of customized handling, thorough 
documentation, and integrating digitization 
with relocation.

Approach

	> Custom packaging: Designed crates and supports 
tailored to the bottles’ shapes and fragility

	> Item tracking: Barcoded every bottle onsite to 
maintain a robust chain of custody

	> Digitization onsite: Set up a portable imaging station 
to capture 360° scans of each bottle

	> Stabilization: Implemented packing and handling 
protocols to minimize risk of breakage 
during transport

The case of the rum bottles—how a unique residential acquisition was safely digitized 
and relocated.
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Read case study

https://resources.ironmountain.com/blogs-and-articles/f/florida-international-university-the-case-of-the-rum-bottles


References and supply list

Recommended supplies

Supply item Use

Acid-free tissue roll Wrapping fragile items, including rare books and glass plates

PermaLife paper roll Interleaving and wrapping archival materials

Acid-free corrugated blue board Interleaving and support in boxes

Acid-free folder stock/folders (letter and legal) Housing paper and photographic materials

Glass plate negative boxes Vertical storage of glass plate negatives

5mm polyethylene foam (1/4 inch) Interior box cushioning

FRAGILE stickers Labeling boxes for movers and transport teams

Boxes for LPs (13 x 13 x 13-inch) Packing grooved recording discs

Boxes for large film canisters (15 x 15 x 5-inch) Film canister transport

Boxes for large film reels (16 x 16 x 10-inch) Film reel transport

Gaylord bins (48 x 40 x 36-inch) Bulk material staging and transport

U-boat platform cart (16 x 48-inch) Moving packed boxes within facilities

Panel cart (30 x 60-inch) Flat/oversize material transport

Buffalo flat shelf booktruck Moving boxes of books and bound materials

Corrugated slip sheets Pallet layer separation

Plank foam Pallet and crate lining

Solid top rackable pallet Base for pallet loads

Skid-Mates spacers Pallet stacking isolation

Pallet truck (narrow fork, 48 x 21-inch) Moving loaded pallets

Round trip totes Reusable transport containers
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Standards and resources

	> The Care of Collections, National Archives

	> FADGI Guidelines for Still Image Digitization

	> ISO 11799: Information and documentation – 
Document storage requirements

	> Library of Congress Preservation Resources

	> Society of American Archivists (SAA) 
Technical Guidelines

https://www.archives.gov/preservation/holdings-maintenance
https://www.digitizationguidelines.gov/guidelines/digitize-technical-resources.html
https://www.iso.org/standard/82306.html
https://www.iso.org/standard/82306.html
https://www.loc.gov/preservation/resources/index.html
https://www2.archivists.org/category/standards-type/technical-standards
https://www2.archivists.org/category/standards-type/technical-standards


Iron Mountain Cultural Heritage and Archives solution

Iron Mountain’s Cultural Heritage and Archives solution protects and preserves original collections from damage and 
deterioration, while making them more accessible through digitization. Digital surrogates can be created, managed,  
and shared, giving institutions new ways to work with their collections without relying on physical handling.

From relocation and storage to inventory, metadata management, digitization, and secure access, collections are 
supported across every stage of the lifecycle. Trained specialists manage every step with care, maintaining the integrity 
of original materials and enabling broader use.

Unlike traditional methods of delivering access, digitization reduces exposure to environmental and handling risks that 
can degrade materials over time. It also enables controlled online access to support research, engagement, and reuse, 
helping to preserve the rich detail and value of the physical collection.

Just as every cultural heritage asset is unique, the approach should reflect your collection’s specific needs.  
Relocating materials to more stable, cost-effective environments supports long-term preservation and frees up space  
for growth. This is supported by climate-controlled storage designed to protect vital records, high-value assets,  
and sensitive materials.

Inventory and metadata services help keep collections organized and easy to navigate, so materials can be found, 
understood, and used when needed. A secure chain of custody is maintained throughout handling, transport, storage, 
and digitization, providing accountability at every stage.

With the right combination of expertise and infrastructure, collections can be managed more effectively from physical 
preservation through to scalable digital access—supporting long-term stewardship and safeguarding your cultural 
heritage as they move from physical to digital.

Iron Mountain Cultural Heritage and Archives solution can preserve a broad range 
of physical and digital cultural heritage and archival formats, including:
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	> Negatives and 
transparencies

	> Microfiche and microfilm

	> Aperture cards

	> Paintings

	> Sculptures

	> 3D art

	> Artifacts and objects

	> Film

	> Video

	> Audio

Paper-based 
assets

Media Transmissive
Art and 
artifacts

	> Records

	> Manuscripts

	> Books and bound materials

	> Photographic prints

	> Large-format documents

	> Drawings

	> Designs

	> Maps

	> Digital-born documents



Clear business benefits

Iron Mountain’s Cultural Heritage and Archives solution helps organizations unlock clear benefits across their collections 
and operations:

	> Protect and preserve the past for the future: 
Our experts can help your organisation to develop a plan to preserve your one-of-a-kind collection or archive. 
By utilizing our consultation, stabilization, transportation, and storage services, we partner with you to manage 
the end-to-end process with a secure chain of custody throughout. Digitization is handled with utmost care 
throughout the process by trained personnel in strictly controlled environments, helping to maintain the current 
state of original collections and reduce the risk of further damage or deterioration.

	> Transform your physical collections: 
Highly accurate digital surrogates are created by our team of experts to established international standards 
and guidelines, opening up new opportunities to expand your collection’s global reach. With this, collections can 
be easily accessed, managed, shared, reproduced, and made available for broader use. Rigorous quality controls 
ensure imaging accuracy throughout digitization, while descriptive metadata makes collections more visible, 
interoperable, and easier to access for research. Lower resolution images can be generated for distribution across 
different channels. Digital surrogates can be stored on Iron Mountain InSight® Digital Experience Platform (DXP) 
or in the content repository of your choice.

	> Make the most of digital collections and archives: 
Once digitized, cultural heritage collections can support new research platforms, immersive public experiences, 
global collaboration, and expanded opportunities. Digitization is the basis for creating rich, immersive experiences 
for your audiences, enabling engagement with cultural heritage collections with unprecedented accessibility—all 
with zero risk to the physical asset’s condition. Digital reproduction also supports greater levels of collaboration, 
enabling users and researchers around the world to access and work in new ways. With this, institutions retain full 
digital rights management and control over intellectual property.

Contact Iron Mountain to learn how we can help you transform your cultural 
heritage collections and expand your reach in new ways.
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Iron Mountain | Media and Archival Services

Tailored solutions for every sector—cultural institutions, corporate archives, government records, libraries and beyond.
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800.899.IRON | ironmountain.com

Develop a strategy to 
manage collections 

through organizational 
transformation

Free up space by moving 
collections out of your 

primary facility

Optimize use of your 
facility and improve  

access by reorganizing 
collections internally

Move collections to a 
temporary location during 
renovations, infrastructure 

upgrades, or seismic retrofits

Plan Relocate Shift Temporarily relocate

Relocate sensitive collections 
to ensure they have the 

physical and environmental 
security they need

Preserve unique materials 
and broaden access by 
creating high-quality 

digital surrogates

Execute projects with 
temporary expert staff 

sourced locally

Safeguard your  
collections during transfer 

between facilities and 
partner institutions

Protect Digitize Scale Securely transport

Reimagine your  
storage space with newly 

acquired or reinstalled 
asset collections

Select the optimal storage 
environment and provide 

next-day access to 
materials held offsite

Accept major donations 
even when your facility 

lacks immediate capacity to 
receive and process them

Act swiftly when  
the unexpected happens  
to protect and recover 

your collections

Manage  
assets

Outsource  
storage

Capitalize  
on opportunity

Respond  
to disaster

US-MAS-WP-051526A

About Iron Mountain

Iron Mountain Incorporated (NYSE: IRM), founded in 1951, is the global leader for storage and information management services. Trusted by more than 225,000 organizations around the world, and with a real estate network of more than 98 million 

square feet across more than 1,400 facilities in over 60 countries, Iron Mountain stores and protects billions of information assets, including critical business information, highly sensitive data, and cultural and historical artifacts. Providing solutions 

that include secure storage, information management, digital transformation, secure destruction, as well as data centers, art storage and logistics, and cloud services, Iron Mountain helps organizations lower cost and risk, comply with regulations, 

recover from disaster, and enable a more digital way of working. Visit www.ironmountain.com for more information.

© 2026 Iron Mountain, Incorporated and/or its affiliates (“Iron Mountain”). All rights reserved. Information herein is proprietary to Iron Mountain and/or its licensors, does not represent or imply an invitation or offer, and may not be used for 

competitive analysis or building a competitive product or otherwise reproduced without Iron Mountain’s written permission. Iron Mountain does not provide a commitment to any regional or future availability and does not represent an affiliation with 

or endorsement by any other party. Iron Mountain shall not be liable for any direct, indirect, consequential, punitive, special, or incidental damages arising out of the use or inability to use the information, which is subject to change, provided AS-IS 

with no representations or warranties with respect to the accuracy or completeness of the information provided or fitness for a particular purpose. “Iron Mountain” is a registered trademark of Iron Mountain in the United States and other countries, 

and Iron Mountain, the Iron Mountain logo, and combinations thereof, and other marks marked by ® or TM are trademarks of Iron Mountain. All other trademarks may be trademarks of their respective owners. 

Learn moreFind out how Iron Mountain can help 
with your transformation project.

http://ironmountain.com
http://www.ironmountain.com
https://www.ironmountain.com/contact/contact-form

