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Introduction 

This document is aimed at museums in Sweden with collections that include human remains. The 
purpose of this document is to support museums internally within the organisation and exter-
nally in contact with the surrounding community. It has been compiled for museums of all types, 
but diferent museums may encounter diferent issues depending on the form of organisation or  
the size or types of collections. This is why every museum should set up its own policy documents 
and procedures suitable for its own museological needs and conditions. Other organisations with 
museum collections may also fnd this document useful. 

Tis document was produced by the Swedish 
National Heritage Board between 2018 and 2019 
on behalf of the Swedish Government, in accord
ance with the Government’s assessment regard
ing the Government Bill Cultural Heritage Policy  
(Government Bill. 2016/17:116). Te assignment 
relates to the handling of human remains in 
museum collections and therefore does not cover 
the handling of human remains in archaeological 
feld situations.  

At the same time, the Swedish National Heri
tage Board has produced the supporting docu
ment  Good collections management. Guidance for 
managing the return of cultural objects. 

Te starting point is that Swedish museum 
practice must be exemplary from an international 
perspective when returning and handling human 
remains. 

Both assignments have been implemented in 
consultation with the central museums and the 
Sami Parliament. Researchers and experts have 
also contributed valuable expertise. 

Te background to the need for guidance 
concerning the handling of human remains at 
m useums can be found in the report e ntitled 
Mänskliga kvarlevor vid ofentliga museer. En kun-
skapsöversikt, FoU Rapport 15 [Human remains  
at public museums. A research overview, R&D 
Report 15], which was submitted to the Govern
ment by the National Historical Museums in 
2016. Tis established that there was a need for 
joint guidelines for museum handling of human 
remains as a complement to Icom’s code of ethics 
and the regulations for contract archaeology. Te 

R&D report also includes a research overview and 
review of various ethical perspectives and research 
perspectives relating to human remains in muse
ums, as well as a surveybased overview of the 
occurrence of human remains in public museums. 

Te aim of this document is to collect profes
sional good practice for the handling of human  
remains in museum collections. In compliance with  
the Museums Act (2017:563), which emphasises the  
mandate of museums to act as independent insti
tutions and maintain a controlling infuence over  
the content of what they do, this document has  
been produced in order to help museums to pro
duce their own policies on the handling of human  
remains. Te document does not include recom
mendations for the application of statutes. 

Human remains in museum collections 
In this context, “human remains” means anything  
that once belonged to a human body. Tis may  
include all or parts of a skeleton, ashes, hair, teeth or  
nails, or soft parts such as organs, skin or embryos.  
Processed remains such as objects made from bone  
or hair, or objects with parts made from such items,  
are also deemed to be human remains in this con
text. Tis also includes art and works of art that  
contain human remains in a variety of ways; in the  
form of hair or body fuids, for example. 

Many of the human remains found in museum  
collections come from archaeological surveys and  
were collected pursuant to the Historic Environ
ment Act. Other categories of collections contain
ing human remains come from medical research,  
as well as ethnographic or ethnological collections.  
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Collections that have been built up for a specifc  
purpose may have been used for other purposes  
throughout the ages, up to the present day. 

Te reasons why human remains have become 
a part of museum collections have varied over 
the centuries, and to an extent this is linked with 
which scientifc disciplines were dominant at the 
time when they were collected. To create a context 
surrounding the remains, it is essential to under
stand the context in which they were collected. 

Human remains in museum collections are 
used primarily for research, teaching and exhi
bition purposes nowadays. For researchers work
ing with archaeology and osteology, for example, 
access to museum collections is frequently a pre
requisite for their work. 

Such research is a vital source of information on 
factors such as: 

•  human development, adaptation and genetic 
context 

•  demographics and health status 
•  diet, growth and activity patterns 
•  diseases, medical interventions and causes  

of death 
•  burial condition and customs 
•  cultural variations in respect of how the  

body and parts of the body were used. 

Human remains may have a personal, cultural, 
symbolic, spiritual or religious signifcance for 
many individuals and groups. Tis is why muse
ums that manage collections of these kinds bear a 
particular responsibility.  

Diferent perspectives on human  
remains in museum collections 
At museums, collections of human remains fre
quently form part of other, accessioned collections 
and are therefore managed in an equivalent man
ner. However, the issues raised by the handling 
and display of human remains in museum collec
tions can be complex, and they may also vary in 
each individual case. People have difering views 
on human remains, and these views change over 
time, as is also refected by legislation and ethical 
approaches. Tis is why museums need to relate 
to both current perceptions and historical circum
stances when handling human remains. 

Te following may infuence how remains are 
perceived. 

Provenance and usage 
How human remains became a part of collections 
and how they were used historically may infu
ence how they are perceived today. For example, 
whether the remains were collected nationally or 
internationally and obtained legally or illegally, 
and whether or not consent was granted by the 
individual or their community may make a difer
ence. Examples are available of everything from 
fnd distribution, purchases, gifts, donations and 
bartering to theft and looting. 

Religion, ethnic and cultural afliation 
Diferent individuals and groups can have difer
ent views on the handling of human remains and 
diferent traditions with regard to death and bur
ial. If human remains can be linked with a certain 
religious, ethnic or cultural group, the museum 
should consider holding discussions with repre
sentatives for the group. 

Nature of the remains 
Te nature of the remains may infuence how 
they are perceived: skulls, entire skeletons and 
soft body parts can arouse emotions more readily 
than individual bones, teeth, hair and processed 
remains. Te degree of preservation may also be 
of signifcance: fragments or burned material are 
generally less sensitive than more intact remains. 

Identifed remains 
Human remains where the identity or background 
of the deceased is known may be perceived dif
ferently to remains that are entirely anonymous. 
When the identity of the deceased is known, the 
museum should consider holding discussions with 
any descendants regarding the display or other 
handling of the remains. 

Proximity in time 
Human remains can be perceived in diferent ways  
depending on proximity in time, and older remains  
are generally difcult to link to the populations and  
national divisions we have today. Issues relating to  
interment, for example, therefore arise to a greater  
extent in respect of remains from the Middle  
Ages onwards, although there are exceptions in  
cases where very close and continuous geographic,  
religious, spiritual and cultural links can be  
demonstrated. 

6 



Ethical framework 

The ethical approaches below, which can be found in laws, Icoms’s code of ethics and other  
European museum organisations’ guidelines for the handling of human remains, may form a basis 
when museums make decisions, communicate and devise their own policies and procedures. 

Respect for the person 
Te handling and display of human remains, as 
well as research involving human remains, should 
show respect for the person to whom the remains 
once belonged. Familiarisation with the cultural 
context in which the deceased person once lived 
should be attempted as far as possible. 

Respect for descendants  
When the identity of the deceased is known, it 
is important to consider any descendants and 
 others with links to the deceased. Proximity in 
time infuences the importance of c ommunicating 
with descendants when handling, displaying and 
researching human remains. 

Respect for various groups 
Tere are various traditions and perspectives with 
regard to human remains. Tere may be  ethnic, 
religious or national diferences in the ways in 
which people relate to the deceased. Diferent 
groups may also have diferent perceptions based 
on diferences in power and views of historical 
events. Respect and tolerance should be demon
strated for the wishes and requests of various 
groups. Consider, in particular, the perspectives 
of indigenous peoples and minority groups, and 
ensure good communication is maintained with 
the groups afected. 

Respect for knowledge 
Human remains are a source of knowledge for 
past, present and future generations. Te value 
of remains for research and as a way of gaining 
knowledge should be taken into consideration, 
particularly when handling remains in ways that 
will change them, and when considering disposal. 
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Laws, agreements and ethical guidelines 

Every institution that has human remains in its collections must ensure that these remains are  
handled in accordance with the legislation in force. 

Te following laws may be applicable to the hand
ling of human remains in museum collections. 

•  The Museums Act (2017:563) contains provisions 
relating to the public museum system. It states 
that museums must manage their collections 
actively in order to achieve their operational 
objectives, and it is applicable to public muse
ums when disposing of objects. 

•  The Burial Act (1990:1144) chapter 5, article 
4 must be taken into account when burying 
human remains from museum collections. 

•  The Historic Environment Act (1988:950)  
governs the handling of ancient artefacts 
and prehistoric finds, among other things. 
In accordance with chapter 2, article 17 of 
the Historic Environment Act, the Swedish 
National Heritage Board may use find distri
bution to transfer the state’s right to prehisto
ric findings at a museum that undertakes to 
manage these in a satisfactory manner in the 
future. The Historic Environment Act also 
regulates the export of prehistoric finds. 

•  The Act concerning the Ethical Review of 
Research Involving Humans (2003:460) may be 
of relevance in respect of research that is based 
on human remains in museum collections. 
The research leader is responsible for ensuring 
that an ethical review application is submitted 
in instances where this is deemed relevant. 

•  The Act on National Minorities and M inority 
Languages (2009:724) states that national  
minorities (Jews, Roma, Sami, Sweden Finns 
and Tornedalians) must be given the oppor
tunity for influence and consultation on issues 
that affect them. 

Other legal areas of relevance relate to archive 
maintenance, the work environment and safety. 

United Nations Declaration on the Rights  
of Indigenous Peoples  
Te United Nations Declaration on the Rights 
of Indigenous Peoples was adopted by the Gen
eral Assembly of the United Nations in Septem
ber 2007, and Sweden was one of the 143 countries 
that voted in favour of it. Te Declaration on the 
Rights of Indigenous Peoples aims to protect the 
special rights of indigenous populations; and the 
right to selfdetermination is key due to the fact 
that, throughout history, indigenous peoples have 
been deprived of many of their rights. Te Sami 
are an indigenous people who are entitled, under 
international law, to cultural special treatment in 
Sweden. 

Articles 11 and 12 of the Declaration on the 
Rights of Indigenous Peoples deal with the right 
of indigenous peoples to practise and revital
ise their cultural traditions and customs. Tis in
cludes the right to manifestations of their cultures 
such as archaeological and historical sites, arte
facts and other methods of expression. 

Article 11 stipulates that states must provide 
indigenous peoples with redress, and that this 
may include restitution with respect to their cul
tural property taken without their consent or in 
violation of their laws, traditions and customs. 
Article 12 stipulates that indigenous peoples have 
the right to the use and control over their cere
monial objects and the right to the repatriation 
of their ancestors’ human remains. Article 12 also 
stipulates that states must seek to facilitate access 
to and/or repatriation of ceremonial objects and 
human remains through fair, transparent and 
efective mechanisms developed in conjunction 
with the indigenous peoples afected. 

Te United Nations Declaration on the Rights 
of Indigenous Peoples involves an undertaking in 
international law for the states that have signed 
the declaration. 
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Museums wishing to discuss issues relating to 
Sami remains in museum collections can consult 
the Sami Parliament, which is an expert a uthority 
on Sami issues.  

Unesco’s recommendation with   
respect to museums 
Unesco’s Recommendation concerning the Protection 
and Promotion of Museums and Collections, their 
Diversity and their Role in Society is aimed at Une
sco member states. Tis document was adopted in 
2015 and, among other things, it addresses prin
ciples with regard to how museum collections 
that include the cultural heritage of indigenous 
peoples should be managed. It states that mem
ber states should take appropriate measures to 
encourage and facilitate dialogue and the building 
of constructive relationships between the muse
ums and the indigenous peoples afected. 

Icom’s code of ethics 
Icom, the International Council of Museums, is 
an international organisation for museums and 
professionals working in the museum sector and 

has a code of ethics for its members. Tis code 
deals with various aspects of museum work and 
provides general ethical guidance on the handling 
of human remains, among other things. 

According to Icom’s code of ethics, collections 
of human remains and material of religious signi
fcance must only be acquired if they can be stored 
securely and handled respectfully. Acquisition, 
storage, handling, research and display must take 
place in a manner that is compliant with profes
sional standards and with the interests and beliefs 
of the members of the community or ethnic 
or religious groups from which the remains or 
objects originated, insofar as this is known. 

Te code of ethics also states that any request 
from the originating community for the with
drawal of human remains or objects of religious 
signifcance from an exhibition must be dealt with 
promptly, and with sensitivity and respect. Any 
request for the return of such material should be 
processed in a similar manner. Museum guide
lines should clearly indicate how the process for 
compliance with such a request should be struc
tured. 
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Handling human remains in museum collections 

Like other museum collections, collections that include human remains should be handled profes-
sionally and according to good collections management practice. In general, this means that the 
museum should know what its collections include, why these objects are there and where they are 
at present. 

Active collections management involves the 
museum regularly reviewing both acquisition 
and accessioning, as well as disposal, in order to 
develop its collections. Collections should also 
be tended and preserved so that they can be used 
appropriately. Important information should be 
documented so that it is possible to go back after
wards and understand what has happened and 
why diferent decisions were made. Guidelines 
and standards can provide assistance for this work. 

Human remains should be handled with respect. 
Te people involved in various ways in handling 
them, at both management and coworker level, 
should be aware of diferent perspectives and take 
these into account as objectively as possible. 

Roles and responsibilities related to human 
remains should be defned clearly and indicate 
factors such as who has a mandate to make deci
sions and how decisionmaking processes should 
proceed. 

Te expertise and knowledge needed to deal 
with and identify human remains in collections 
should be on hand. Expertise in osteology and 
conservation may be needed for handling and 
managing human remains. If the museum does 
not have this expertise, it should develop an exter
nal cooperation or otherwise obtain this expertise 
as needed. 

Museums should maintain a transparent 
approach to communicating the fact that they 
have collections of human remains, and how these 
are handled. 

Drawing up a policy 
General standpoints and starting points in respect 
of human remains should be written down in a 
policy. Tis policy may be either a document in 

its own right or part of a more general collections 
management policy. In both cases, the policy 
should include elements relating to the preser
vation, documentation, use and development of 
collections when human remains are involved. 
Te policy should provide assistance with deci
sionmaking in various situations. References can 
also be made to more detailed procedures for dif
ferent felds. 

Te policy should form part of other policy doc
uments available for other elements of the organi
sation’s activities. It should be revised at regular 
intervals, or as necessary. Te policy should be 
published in an appropriate manner, such as on 
the museum website. 

A policy may include the following: 
• A description of what the policy includes and 

definitions of terms. 
• The purpose of the policy. 
• A description of what objects form the 

museum’s collections of human remains and 
why they are there, in relation to the purpose 
and mission of the museum. The description 
may also include any differences in handling, 
use and preservation based on the nature, 
dating and application of the remains and how 
the museum obtained them. 

• A description of the organisational, legal and 
ethical frameworks within which the museum 
works in relation to collections of human 
remains. This also includes clarification of 
roles and responsibilities. 

• How the museum communicates – internally 
and externally – its work with collections and 
exhibitions that include human remains. 
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Te policy should describe how the museum handles the following areas. 

acquisition and accessioning of 
human remains 
Tis may include the type of human remains that 
the museum may normally acquire and accession 
to its collections, and what should not be acquired. 
Tere may also be reference to how acquisition 
and accessioning of human remains should take 
place, bearing in mind issues such as selection 
criteria, acquisition methods, thorough research, 
decisionmaking processes, conditions and docu
mentation. 
 
documentation and information manage
ment with regard to human remains 
Tis may include a description of the museum’s 
documentation and information system and how 
it is used, made available and developed in rela
tion to human remains. Tere may also be refer
ences to instructions for classifcation, labelling, 
recording, cataloguing and control of the posi
tioning of human remains. 

storage, security and care of human 
remains 
A description of the museum’s level of ambition 
with regard to the storage, security, care and con
servation of human remains can be included here. 
Tere may also be references to procedures for 
physical handling, cleaning, storage, security, cli
mate control, transport, packaging, disaster man
agement, condition monitoring, care and conser
vation of human remains. 

lending and borrowing human remains 
Tis may include a description of when human 
remains can be loaned out and borrowed, the pur
poses of such loans and the types of other parties 
involved. Reference can be made to loan proce
dures and what should be included in loan appli
cations and loan agreements. 

research and sampling of human remains 
Tis may include a description of the museum’s 
approach to research and sampling, as well as 
who may have access to human remains, who may 
 handle and work with them, and how they do so. 
If possible, it is a good idea to clarify how human 
remains in collections relate to ongoing research. 
Tere may also be references to application pro
cesses, when and how samples can be taken and 
how research results can be incorporated in the 
collection documentation. 

display and use of human remains 
Tis may include how and where the museum can 
exhibit, display and use human remains, and to 
what extent. Te museum’s attitude towards pub
lication of information and pictures relating to 
human remains can also be included. Tere may 
also be references to procedures for exhibition, 
teaching, displays, photography, publication and  
dialogue with the public. 

deaccessioning and disposal of 
human remains 
Tis may include a description of when and why 
human remains may be deaccessioned and dis
posed of. Tere may also be reference to proce
dures for selection, with criteria, disposal m ethods 
and decisionmaking processes. 
 
returning human remains 
Tis can include a description of how the museum 
deals with requests for the return of human 
remains, and whether the museum itself aims 
to initiate returns. Issues relating to returns may 
require a separate policy. (See the supporting doc
ument entitled  Good collections management. Guid-
ance for managing the return of cultural objects.) 
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Acquisition and accessioning  
In this respect, acquisition means when the 
museum takes over responsibility for objects 
through gifting, exchange, purchase, transfer or 
fnd distribution. Te museum formally incorpo
rates objects in its accessioned collection by means 
of accessioning and assigns them object numbers. 
Objects that form part of a study collection, for 
example, are not always accessioned, but they are 
still acquired by the museum. 

Museums should have procedures for the acqui
sition and accessioning of human remains. Tese 
may be procedures in their own right, or part of 
more general procedures for acquisition that apply 
to the entire collection. Tese procedures should 
include all elements in an acquisition process, and 
who has a mandate to make decisions and in what 
manner, should be clearly shown. 

Human remains should always be acquired on 
the basis of a policy or guidelines describing what 
the museum can and should acquire for its col
lections. Tis policy should also include human 
remains from archaeological surveys. 

Te museum should perform a thorough inves
tigation before acquiring human remains. Tis 
investigation means that the museum obtains 
as much information as possible on the back
ground, previous ownership and any rights – if art 
is involved, for example – in respect of the human 
remains. Tis is done so as to avoid acquiring 
human remains with unclear and possibly ethni
cally dubious backgrounds, but also with a view to 
obtaining as much information and knowledge as 
possible for the collections. 

Human remains should only be acquired if: 
•  the results from the thorough investigation  

are acceptable and the acquisition can be  
justified as a result 

•  the remains are to undergo find transfer or 
find distribution 

•  there is value for the museum or others that 
the remains are managed by the museum 

•  the museum has the longterm resources and 
ability to manage the remains. 

If human remains that do not form part of the 
museum’s own collections are accepted on a tem
porary basis – for assessment, for example – the 

museum should painstakingly document why the 
remains are being accepted, and under what con
ditions. Tey should also be provided with unique 
identifcation numbers so as not to mix them 
up with existing collections and avoid a lack of 
transparency. Defne a date by which the human 
remains are to be returned. All objects stored 
temporarily at the museum should be regarded as 
being on loan. See the section on lending and bor
rowing for more information. 

Acquisitions of various types 
 

 
transfer from another museum or 
organisation or within the museum’s 
own organisation 
Human remains may sometimes be transferred 
from another museum or another part of the 
museum’s own organisation; such as within a uni
versity. Make sure that all relevant information is 
transferred at the same time, including informa
tion on the background of the remains and other 
relevant documentation. 

gift 
Gifts may be ofered by private individuals or 
schools, for example. Ensure that the background 
of the remains is known, that the gift is legiti
mate and that nothing is unclear. Special justi
fcation should be given if the museum wishes to 
receive remains where any part of the history is 
unclear. If the gift is accepted, a deed of gift is 
compiled which states any conditions. However, 
gifts should normally be accepted uncondition
ally. Make sure that as much information as pos
sible is collected and recorded. 

find distribution and find transfer 
Any items handled during archaeological surveys 
or found under other circumstances in accord
ance with the Historic Environment Act are the 
property of the state. Te state can transfer fnds 
to a stateowned museum or distribute fnds to 
another public museum. Te museum then under
takes the continued management of the fnd in a 
satisfactory way. Te Swedish National Heritage 
Board make decisions on the transfer and distri
bution of fnds. Ensure that relevant documenta
tion about the item and the surveys are incorpo
rated in the collections. 
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purchases 
Te purchase of human remains or objects con
taining human remains could be of relevance, for 
example, with regard to collections relating to 
art, crafts and certain types of teaching material. 
Purchases of human remains should be consid
ered carefully before going ahead. Make sure that 
the background is known and that no aspects are 
unclear. Record relevant information. 

Documentation and information  
management 
Museums should have procedures in place relat
ing to how collections of human remains are 
docu mented and how this information can and 
should be made available. Tese often form part 
of more general procedures for documentation 
and information management applicable to the 
entire collection. 

Te museum should have a collections manage
ment system that is as complete, as secure and 
as standardised as possible, where all informa
tion about the collections and their management 
can be collated and made searchable. If necessary, 
the museum should also be able to produce basic 
information about the human remains for which 
the museum is currently responsible, not just the 
remains included in the accessioned collection. 

Basic information should include: 
•  identification number 
•  a brief description of the material 
•  dating 
•  provenance 
•  information on the acquisition of the  

remains and the circumstances surrounding  
their acquisition 

•  the number of objects 
•  the physical condition 
•  the current guardian or owner 
•  whether the remains are accessioned or on 

loan, or whether their status in the collection 
is unclear 

•  current location 
•  who recorded the information, and when. 

Te museum should have a cataloguing process so 
that it is possible to continuously add more infor
mation to the collections in addition to just the 
basic information. Te classifcation of the con

tents should allow the collections to be searched 
and used for research. Procedures should be in 
place relating to the level of cataloguing of human 
remains that should be applied, which infor
mation should be recorded, which terminology 
should be used and how new information is to be 
added. When it comes to human remains, it may 
be particularly important to ensure that informa
tion is available from provenance surveys. 

Consider: 
•  the level of documentation of human remains 

that should be achieved, and what information 
should be available about the collections 

•  the extent to which information about human 
remains should be made available, and how 

•  how older terminology and use of language 
should be handled, and also commented on 
and supplemented where appropriate. 

Provenance surveys 
Besides performing a thorough investigation and  
checking provenance by means of processes such as 
purchases, loans and returns, museums can adopt  
a proactive approach and devise a plan for com
piling an inventory of their existing collections 
of human remains. Provenance surveys can be 
used to examine the circumstances in respect of 
the history of the remains and to fnd out whether 
there are any particular reasons for return
ing them. Tis will allow the museum to iden
tify remains requiring more indepth provenance 
research. (See the supporting document entitled 
Good collections management. Guidance for manag-
ing the return of cultural objects.) 

When checking provenance, origin and history are  
examined, including the following: 
•  where the remains were located, and when 
•  any history relating to ownership or  

management 
•  the circumstances under which the human 

remains arrived at the museum 
•  exhibition history, where applicable 
•  publication history, where applicable 
•  whether any claims for return of the remains 

have been put forward 
•  any research, sampling and analyses that can 

be linked to the remains 
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Labelling and location control 
Human remains should be labelled with object 
numbers. Labels should be applied in such a man
ner that the label does not disappear or damage 
the material. It is possible to label the remains 
directly, or to use separate labels or label pack
aging. It must always be possible to associate the 
label with the remains and their associated infor
mation. In the case of human remains that do not 
form part of the accessioned collection, the item 
is labelled using a temporary label or similar with 
a relevant identifcation number. 

Te museum should have an established sys
tem where storage areas, buildings and prem
ises can be identifed by means of designations 
or numbering. Tere should also be a system for 
positioning within the premises. Te positioning 
documentation should be kept up to date so that 
the museum can account for all human remains 
and indicate their current locations. Record when 
remains leave the museum and why, and who 
made the decision to allow this. Te positioning 
documentation is also important so that any pest 
infestations or anything else that can cause dam
age can be tracked. Te information on position
ing should be kept under lock and key so that it 
does not end up in the wrong hands and used dur
ing burglaries, for example. 

Storage 
Human remains should be stored and handled 
in such a manner that preserves the remains as 
far as possible, while also allowing the museum 
to use them appropriately. Terefore, the museum 
should have procedures in place for storage, care 
and conservation of human remains. Tese often 
form part of more general procedures for stor
age, care and conservation that relate to the entire 
collection. Among other things, the procedures 
should include elements relating to the ambient 
climate and environment, security, cleaning, pest 
control and disaster preparedness. 

A separate storage area may be needed to adapt 
the storage for large collections of human remains. 
Smaller collections may need a separate shelf or 
cabinet. Climate and environmental conditions 
should be suitable for the material that makes up 
the human remains. Dry and wet materials may 
need to be stored separately from one another due 

to the need for diferent climates and shelf solu
ions, occupational health and safety require
ents, and diferent requirements with regard to 

he risk of chemical spillage. Te premises should 
e monitored and inspected regularly and kept 
lean. Perform regular inspections to check for 
ests and other risks such as leaking vessels. 

onsider whether: 
  human remains should be stored separately 

from the rest of the collections 
  it should be possible to screen off storage to 

prevent exposure 
  remains from different individuals should  

be stored separately in individual boxes, or 
separated in boxes using partitions 

  items belonging to the remains, such as grave 
goods, should be stored separately or together 
with human remains from graves 

  some form of special storage is needed, such 
as an adapted climate, packaging materials or 
special security solutions. 

t
m
t
b
c
p

C
•

•

•

•

•

Dry materials 
As a rule, dry materials such as bones should be 
stored in an area that is clean, dark and cool, and 
where the temperature does not fall below zero 
degrees. Bones can be damaged by mould, pests 
and microorganisms if the climate is too humid. 
If the climate is too dry, this may cause cracking 
and faking. Terefore, bones should generally be 
stored at a relative humidity of around 45–55 per 
cent and not be subjected to strong fuctuations 
in climate and temperature. Nor should bones be 
stored and displayed in direct sunlight or other 
UV light that may bleach materials and labels. 

Bones may be afected by acids from fttings 
and packaging materials. Terefore, store bones 
in acidfree boxes with acidfree tissue paper 
as far as possible. Storage should be adapted to 
suit the size of the remains. Make sure that the 
remains are protected from dust and other par
ticles by means of dust protection and ventila
tion flters. Storage in plastic bags may be better 
at times; such as if the remains are to be analysed 
and must not be contaminated. Remember that in 
such cases, the remains must be absolutely dry so 
as not to seal moisture inside the bag. Te plastic 
should be suitable for longterm storage. 
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Wet specimens 
Wet specimens should be stored in containers 
made of glass or stainless steel, with tightftting 
lids. Tese containers should be placed on fat 
shelves that are not too confned and are made of 
a material that will not rust. If possible, all con
tainers should be inspected at least once or twice a 
year in order to detect any leaks, evaporation and 
colour changes. Responsible personnel should 
know how to assess the condition and determine 
how any problems should be remedied. 

Many diferent types of storage fuids and added 
chemicals have been used through the ages, and 
some of them are not suitable for longterm stor
age. 70 per cent ethanol and formalin are com
mon storage fuids. Before topping up or changing 
a storage fuid, it is very important to know what 
storage fuid is already used in the container so as 
not to destroy the specimen. Te storage solution 
chosen by the museum is dependent on how the 
specimens are to be used. Opportunities for stor
age and analysis are interlinked with how decom
posed the tissue is. 

Te specimens should generally be stored at 
room temperature at around 17–18 °C or less, and 
not be subjected to major fuctuations in temper
ature. Warmer temperatures may accelerate evap
oration of the storage fuid. Relative humidity 
should be maintained at a stable level within the 
35–55 per cent range. Do not expose specimens to 
UV light as this may cause chemical reactions in 
the storage fuid which may be harmful to human 
health and could potentially damage the contents 
of the storage container. 

Wet specimens are fammable and thus pose 
specifc risks. Tere are a number of laws applic
able to fammable and explosive goods. Flamm
able and explosive goods may be notifable by law, 
depending on quantities. Storage areas for wet 
specimens should be freproofed using sprinkler 
systems and particularly resistant walls, for exam
ple. Closed cabinets need to be ventilated so as 
not to create an explosion risk inside the cabinet. 
Restrictions on the use of anything that may cause 
sparking, such as electronic equipment and ft
tings, may also be needed in areas where there is 
a risk of explosion. In a worstcase scenario, static 
electricity from clothing in combination with 
vapours in confned spaces may cause an explo
sion. Te Swedish Civil Contingencies Agency 

(MSB) has more information, rules and regula
tions with a view to avoiding, preventing and lim
iting accidents. 

Security 
As with all other collections, the museum should 
identify, analyse, prioritise and remedy the risks 
to human remains and associated information, 
or minimise these risks should anything happen. 
Fire, theft, vibration and fooding are examples 
of risks. Te museum should have a disaster con
tingency plan that includes human remains and 
covers what should be done during and after a 
disaster. 

Consider whether: 
•  additional measures should be taken to p revent 

exposure of human remains when c ollections 
have to be evacuated during a disaster situa
tion 

•  special regulations need to be put in place 
with regard to which personnel and visitors 
have access to the premises in which human 
remains are stored, and under what circum
stances 

•  vibration protection is needed on shelves and 
for other storage solutions 

•  specific security solutions are needed when 
storing and transporting collections of human 
remains that are f lammable or particularly 
 attractive to thieves. 

Handling 
Some human remains are fragile. Terefore, keep 
handling to a minimum so as to prevent damage. 
Lift and move remains while supporting them 
from below; using a tray, box or trolley, for exam
ple. If possible, wear gloves to prevent dirt, grease 
and DNA from hands from being transferred to 
the remains. Make sure that the gloves do not 
become caught on protruding parts, and that glass 
vessels do not slip out of the hands holding them. 

Human remains may be treated with unhealthy 
substances. Unhealthy substances may be included 
in the storage fuid or be added with a view to pre
venting pests and mould. Mould itself can also be 
harmful to health. Make sure that occupational 
health and safety regulations are followed and 
that suitable protective equipment such as gloves, 
face masks, workwear and goggles are worn if 
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necessary. Ventilation in the form of extractors or 
fume cupboards should be used when handling 
and opening wet specimens. More information on 
protective equipment is provided by the Swedish 
Work Environment Authority and other agencies. 

Te National Chemicals Inspectorate has more 
information on legislation regarding the handling 
of chemicals that may be necessary when dealing 
with wet specimens. As endusers of chemicals, 
museums must read and comply with the infor
mation in safety data sheets so that products can 
be handled safely. Some chemicals also have to be 
destroyed in specifc ways. 

Transport and relocation 
Collections of human remains should be included 
in the museum’s procedures for transport and
relocation. General recommendations relating to  
the transportation and packing of cultural herit
age objects can be found in the European stand
ards  Conservation of cultural heritage – Transport 
methods (SS-EN 16648:2015) and Conservation of  
cultural property – Packing principles for transport 
(SS-EN 15946:2011). Regulations relating to the
transport of dangerous goods by road, rail, across 
country, by sea and by air may need to be taken 
into account when transporting wet specimens.
Tere are exceptions to these regulations for some 
transport and work. Te responsible authorities
can provide more information. Tere are also spe
cial transport companies that specialise in this
kind of transport and can assist with paperwork 
and packing. 

When transporting items abroad, export
licences may be required in accordance with
the Historic Environment Act or export certif
cates according to Council Regulation (EC) no. 
116/2009 of 18 December 2008 on the export of 
cultural goods. Te Swedish National Heritage
Board accepts applications for export licences and 
export certifcates in accordance with chapter 5(7) 
of the Historic Environment Act and article 32 of 
the Cultural Monuments Ordinance (1988:1188). 

Consider whether: 
•  special packing methods are needed to  

prevent exposure of human remains 
•  special security measures are needed due  

to the risk of theft. 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

Care and conservation 
As with other museum artefacts, the principal of 
least possible action should apply in the care and 
conservation of human remains. Te aim of this 
is to prevent mutilation, damage or measures that 
destroy analysis opportunities. Preventive meas
ures should be applied in the frst instance. 

Human remains may be very fragile and porous. 
Tey should be cleaned with care, and following 
thorough investigation and assessment of what 
they are able to withstand. Get help from special
ists if necessary. Active measures, such as chang
ing storage fuid in a wet specimen, should only be 
implemented where necessary. A trained conser
vator who has experience of working with human 
remains should be involved. 

Te museum should perform regular condition 
inspections of human remains in order to prevent 
degradation. Checking of condition may form 
part of many collection administration processes; 
when acquiring, lending and exhibiting objects, 
for example. General recommendations relating 
to condition reporting can be found in the Euro
pean standard entitled Conservation of cultural 
property – Condition recording for movable cultural 
heritage (SS-EN 16095:2012). 

Document all measures in a manner that makes 
it possible to go back afterwards and understand 
what has been done and why diferent decisions 
were made. 

Lending and borrowing 
Te museum should have procedures for lending 
and borrowing human remains. Tese procedures 
should include the entire lending process, from 
enquiry to the time the remains are returned. 
Tese often form part of more general procedures 
for lending and borrowing that are applicable to 
the entire collection. Te entire lending process 
should be documented so that it is possible to see 
in retrospect what decisions were made and why. 

When and how human remains can be loaned 
and borrowed, and to what kind of borrower, 
should be clear. To prevent the risk of transport 
damage, for example, it may sometimes be bet
ter to ofer an examination of the remains on the 
museum premises rather than lending them out. 

Te purpose of the loan and approved appli
cation areas for the remains should be clarifed 
before initiating the loan so as to ensure that 
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they are not used for anything that has not been 
agreed. Both the lender and the borrower should 
produce information before initiating the loan so 
that the background of the remains is as well
known as possible. 

When lending, the starting point should be 
that the borrower applies the same handling prac
tice as the lending museum, unless agreed oth
erwise. Tis is also applicable to human remains 
that are being transported. Te same applies when 
borrowing objects. 

Te condition of objects should be checked 
before and after the loan, and be documented. 

Lending and borrowing receipts and other doc
umentation such as contracts and any terms and 
conditions should be available in order to check 
where the human remains are and who is respon
sible for them. Always defne an end date for 
lending and borrowing activities. Clarify who is 
responsible for the return of the remains. Rene
gotiate the return date if the loan period is to be 
extended. If there are any deposits or loans for 
unrestricted periods, both at your own museum 
and at other premises, these should be converted 
into timelimited loans or be returned so as to 
avoid lack of clarity. 

Human remains may be fragile. Handle and 
pack them carefully prior to transportation, and 
make sure they are not exposed while being trans
ported. 

Consider whether: 
•  there are instances and circumstances which 

mean that human remains should not be loa
ned 

•  export licences or export certificates are requi
red for international loans. 

Research and sampling 

Research 
Te museum should have procedures for research 
and sampling with regard to collections of human 
remains. Tese should be applicable to both inter
nal and external researchers and include proce
dures and methods for handling, sampling and 
ethical approaches. Tese procedures often form 
part of more general procedures for research and 
sampling that are applicable to the entire collec
tion. 

Te research project should be reviewed to 
ensure that accepted research ethics are followed, 
sampling can be assumed to give adequate results 
and that a funding plan is in place. Check the 
contexts to which the research is linked. If nec
essary, enlist external assistance from experts to 
perform the review. Even though the ambition is 
to make the collections available to the greatest 
possible extent, museums are not obliged to allow 
their collections to be made available for research: 
this is determined by museums in each individ
ual case. 

All research results and documentation from 
research and sampling should be incorporated in 
the collection system if possible. Record the name 
of the project, the purpose of the project, date, 
publications, data archives and whether sam
ples were taken. Make references to published 
research results. 

Consider whether: 
•  information from sampling and research can 

be disseminated before the researcher has 
published the results: a more distant time limit 
may need to be formulated for the researcher’s 
exclusive rights, where appropriate 

•  an application for ethical review should be 
made. 

Act concerning the Ethical Review of  
Research Involving Humans 
Te Act concerning the Ethical Review of 
Research Involving Humans (2003:460) aims to 
protect individuals and respect for human dignity 
in respect of research. Ethical review may need 
to take place with regard to research into bio
logical material that has been taken from a liv
ing or deceased individual for medical purposes 
and that can be linked to a named person. In such 
instances, the responsible researcher makes an 
application to the Ethical Review Authority. Te 
fact that a research project has received approval 
for ethical review does not mean that the museum 
has to make the remains available for research. 

Sampling 
Tere are times when sampling needs to be per
formed as part of research into and the conser
vation of human remains. For example, sampling 
is performed in order to analyse trace elements, 
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DNA and isotopes. Sampling may often involve 
destruction of part of the remains. Terefore, pro
cedures and criteria need to be in place with regard 
to when and how sampling can be approved. 
Tere is reason to avoid destructive sampling 
if only small quantities of remains are available 
to sample, or if the condition of the material is 
so poor that good results will be impossible to 
achieve. Review the description of the research 
project. Te purpose of sampling, information on 
the amount of material to be taken and who is to 
perform the sampling operation should be speci
fed clearly. Insufcient research data may provide 
grounds to refuse a request for sampling. 

Sampling of human remains should be planned 
thoroughly and performed in a standardised fash
ion by trained personnel. Guidelines are fre
quently provided for specifc analyses with regard 
to the size of the sample and the points on the 
remains at which sampling is best performed. Te 
sampling method should be documented so that 
the results can be used and reused, and so that 
similar sampling can be repeated as necessary, if 
possible. A description of a general, standardised 
sampling method is provided by the European 
standard entitled Conservation of cultural property 
– Methodology for sampling from materials of cul-
tural property – General rules (SS-EN 16085:2012).  
Tis includes information on what a sampling 
plan and sampling protocol should include. 

Keep information on the application, approval, 
criteria for approval, sampling location, the size of 
the sample, method and results so that this infor
mation can be linked to object numbers and the 
numbers of any retained sample material. 

Consider whether: 
•  sampling is scientifically justified and can help 

to create novel and valuable knowledge 
•  a less destructive method can be selected 
•  the museum should engage external assistance 

in order to assess the relevance of a proposed 
sampling method 

•  remaining sample material should be saved, 
and if so how and by whom 

•  some type of measure needs to be imple
mented in order to replace the removed sam
ple material, for reinforcement purposes or 
aesthetic reasons: it may often be better not 

to conceal the traces of sampling as it may be 
more important to allow people to see that it 
has taken place. 

Public display 
Displaying human remains is part of the activities 
of many museums. Besides exhibitions, this may 
involve teaching and displays in a storage envi
ronment. 

Museums and archaeological excavation sites 
are the only public locations where the general 
public are allowed to view human remains. 

Museum visitors are interested in seeing human 
remains. At the same time, these may arouse 
strong emotions and instigate ethical discussions 
and challenging questioning. Tis is why muse
ums bear particular responsibility when it comes 
to how human remains are exhibited and how the 
views of visitors are handled. Remains should be 
displayed with respect for human dignity and in 
accordance with professional ethical standards. 

Clear purpose and context 
When human remains are presented in exhibitions 
or other displays such as photography or videoing, 
there should be a clear purpose that matches the 
museum’s mission and policy. Remains should be 
displayed together with explanatory material that 
places them in a context. 

Accuracy and information 
Museum activities should be based on accuracy 
and information, and this is particularly impor
tant when displaying human remains. Playing 
down spectacular aspects and avoiding using the 
remains as props are two issues to bear in mind. 
One starting point is that human remains should 
only be displayed when they add something essen
tial to comprehensibility and the distribution of 
information. Museums should make decisions on 
how to display remains without provenance. 

Security and climate 
When human remains are displayed, it is impor
tant to maintain a high level of security and a 
good climate, as when the remains are in stor
age. Choice of materials and lighting are areas 
that need to be adapted according to what is being 
exhibited. As with all handling of objects, physi
cal handling should be kept to a minimum. 
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Consultation 
Before human remains from indigenous peoples 
or minority groups are displayed, or when the 
individual’s identity is known, relevant organisa
tions, descendants and other parties linked to the 
deceased should be consulted as far as possible. 
It is good to arrive at compromises between dif
ferent views before displaying the remains. Also 
remember to have an open discussion within the 
museum so that all personnel understand the 
decisions made concerning the display of human 
remains. 

Information and freedom of choice 
Remember that people react in diferent ways 
when they see human remains. Te museum may 
need to tell visitors what they will be seeing. Tis 
will allow visitors to choose whether or not they 
wish to view such content. 

Dialogue 
For many visitors, it is important to be able to 
provide feedback and for the museum to listen to 
their views. Te option of engaging in discussions 
with personnel is one way of meeting this need. 
Any request to withdraw content from an exhibi
tion should be investigated promptly, respecting 
the perspectives of all parties involved. 

Picture management 
Regardless of the extent to which the museum 
chooses to publish photographs of human 
remains, this should take place according to a pic
ture policy specifcally devised by the museum. 
Every museum should devise a policy of this kind. 

Photographs of human remains from indige
nous peoples and minority groups should be pub
lished in discussion with representatives of the 
groups afected. 

Consider the extent to which the museum’s 
image documentation should be made available 
digitally, along with the type of licence that should 
apply (how the material may be used by others, in 
other words). Many museums take the attitude 
that the museum’s digitised material should be 
made available as soon as possible and in a man
ner that allows it to be used as widely as possible. 
As a consequence of this, the institution needs 
to establish a simple contact pathway for anyone 
with opinions on the publication of such material. 

Te museum needs to have an established proce
dure for concealing or depublishing material if 
necessary. 

When displayed, pictures of human remains 
can be distributed without their explanatory text 
or be placed in a completely diferent context. Tis 
applies not only to the museum’s pictures, but also 
to pictures taken by visitors to an exhibition. 

Communication 
Museums should communicate transparently 
with the general public, visitors, friendship asso
ciations, colleagues, the media and other rele
vant parties to let them know that the collections 
include human remains and how these are hand
led. Carefully crafted communication can increase 
understanding of the work done by the museum. 
Te museum should consider what is important 
to communicate and which groups are particu
larly important to contact. Decide on how vari
ous communication channels are to be used and 
who is to be responsible for various communica
tion initiatives. Remember that projects may need 
a separate communication plan. Contingency 
measures should also be in place for dealing with 
any criticism, debate and other reactions. 

Communication internally within the organi
sation is also important so as to avoid misunder
standings and lack of clarity. All personnel should 
be aware of why the museum has human remains 
in its collections and what work is ongoing. 

Deaccessioning and disposal 
Tere may be occasions when museums wish to 
remove human remains from their collections. 
Te museum may no longer want to manage the 
remains because they are no longer covered by the 
museum’s policies for its collections. It is also pos
sible that the museum may no longer have the 
opportunity to manage the remains in a satis
factory manner. Some remains may have abso
lutely no documentation or be so damaged that 
they have lost their importance as part of the col
lection. 

Te museum should have procedures in place 
on how to proceed in the event of deaccessioning 
and disposal of human remains. Tese should be 
based on a policy for the collections and be imple
mented in a controlled and documented manner. 
Roles and responsibilities, particularly in respect 
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of decisions and decisionmaking processes, 
should be included. 

Deaccessioning and disposal of human remains 
should take place following careful consideration. 
A thorough investigation on the background of 
the remains and how they arrived at the museum 
should be conducted. Document the entire pro
cess so that it is possible to go back afterwards 
and understand what has happened and what the 
decisions have been based on. 

Returning human remains 
Human remains may be returned if a request or 
claim has been submitted by an external party, but 
also at the museum’s own initiative. Te museum 
may need special procedures relating to returns. 
For more information, see the supporting docu
ment Good collections management. Guidance for 
managing the return of cultural objects. 

Burial 
Remains that are to be removed from the collec
tions may be buried in some cases. Te Burial Act 
should be observed if the museum wishes to bury 
human remains that are to be deaccessioned from 
the collections. Te Burial Act states that human 
remains may only be buried at a public or private 
burial site. However, the county administrative 
board may permit exceptions to this rule when it 
comes to ashes. 

Te Church of Sweden’s parishes are generally 
responsible for arranging and maintaining public 
burial sites. In some cases, the municipality is the 
principal for the public burial sites. 

Restoration of ancient monuments 
Te museum or a recipient, where appropriate, 
may wish to return the remains to the site where 
they were found. If the site is an ancient monu
ment, this is frequently regarded as restoration of 
ancient monuments. Contact the county admin
istrative board and observe the Historic Environ
ment Act. 

Destruction 
If the remains are not appropriate for burial – 
if individual fragments, hair and suchlike are 
involved, for example – these may be destroyed if 
legally possible. Destruction must be performed 
safely and in accordance with the applicable laws 

and regulations. More information on destruction 
of biological waste and hazardous waste is availa
ble from the National Board of Health and Wel
fare. By all means use waste disposal instructions 
and manuals used in healthcare or within your 
own organisation. 

Other type of disposal 
Other options for disposing of remains may 
include transferring these to another part of the 
organisation, another museum, a university or 
another organisation that may have more of an 
opportunity to manage them satisfactorily. Make 
sure that all relevant information is transferred 
together with the remains. 

Transferring fragmentary remains to a univer
sity where they may be of educational value is one 
alternative to destruction. 

Selling human remains can generally be 
regarded as unethical, but it could be considered 
with regard to objects in the felds of art, crafts 
and certain types of teaching. 

Authorisation to make decisions on disposing 
of objects 
Every museum needs to examine its own criteria 
for disposing of objects from its collections. Tese 
criteria may vary depending on whether the object 
has been donated, for example, or whether the 
museum has purchased it. Material subject to fnd 
distribution is handled in the same way as other 
material when decisions are made on deaccession
ing. 

Decisions on disposal must be made according 
to an established decisionmaking arrangement 
for the organisation in question. 

Decisionmaking in municipalities is con
trolled by the Local Government Act and may be 
appealed by assessment of legality, which is where 
an administrative court examines whether a deci
sion has been made correctly. 

Many museums are run in the form of founda
tions. In these cases, the memorandum of associ
ation is what determines whether objects may be 
deaccessioned from the collections. 

For national museums, the Government gen
erally makes decisions on disposal as the transac
tion involves transferring state chattels. However, 
in accordance with the Museums Act, national 
museums themselves may make decisions to trans
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fer objects from the collections to other museums 
within the public museum system. Tis means 
that national museums are allowed to give away 
objects to other national museums, municipal or 
regional museums and museums where more than 
half of the members of the board or other man
agement body are appointed by central govern
ment, a municipality or a county council. 

With regard to objects that the museum consid
ers to be of limited historical and scientifc value, 

the museum may also ofer these to stakeholders 
outside the public museum system, namely: 

1. other public organisations 
2. museums that are not part of the public museum 
system 
3. nonproft cultural heritage organisations 

Te legal situation is unclear when it comes to 
recipients abroad in the categories set out above. 
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