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ACQUISITIONS CASE SCENARIO – June 8th, 2014 

You are the head of special collections and the Photo Curator brings to the bi-weekly meeting 

of the Acquisitions Committee a photograph he wants to buy. It is a photograph portrait of one 

of your university’s most prestigious faculty done by a well-known and prestigious portrait 

photographer. The price is high - $7,500 – so the selection committee balks and it is tabled with 

instructions to the curator to see if the price is at market level and find out if the faculty 

member's department will help pay for its purchase. Later that day, you are called into the 

office of the Library Director who informs you that she has discovered the photographer in 

question is actually also the curator’s girlfriend.  

 

– Posed by Professor David DeLorenzo, Associate Director & Head of Technical Services at 

Bancroft Library, University of California, Berkeley, in June 2014 

 

1.) Does the curator's relationship with the photographer create a conflict of interest? If so, why? 

I believe it does create a conflict of interest because while the relationship itself is not a conflict of 

interest, the action of trying to obtain something due to a personal level is. According to the 

Judgement portion of the SAA Code of Ethics: "Archivists should exercise professional judgment in 

acquiring, appraising, and processing historical materials. They should not allow personal beliefs or 

perspectives to affect their decisions". If the curator is selecting the portrait for acquisition based on 

his relationship with her and not the importance to the collection, then it absolutely does create that 

conflict of interest. 

 

2.) If it is a conflict of interest bar, would it prevent you from buying the item due to ethical   

considerations? 

It would prevent me from buying the item unless the curator were somehow removed from the 

process of acquisition. Considering there is an Acquisitions Committee, the instructions could be 

addressed to the person assigned to replace the curator in situations where he is unable to perform 

his duty, medical or otherwise. I personally would not like to even go that far, but considering that 

the portrait photographer has made prestige on her own and that lends to the significance of the 

portrait, I would feel compelled to at least ensure the Committee's instructions for finding the market 

value are carried out. 

 



3.) Would you buy it at the asking price if you found that it was in fact a price at/near market 

value? 

If it were to be honestly verified that market value was at or near the asking price, I would indeed 

buy it under the condition that the curator was in no way involved in the acquisition process. 

4.) If you decided you wanted the image for your archives, and you obtained the funds to do so, 

what strategies would you devise to acquire the item to avoid the potential conflict of interest? 

I would assign someone else to the tasks that the curator would normally be assigned in a situation 

where there would not be a conflict, and presumably issue a statement to the Committee that because 

of this potential conflict, I have convinced the curator to remove himself from any dealings 

involving this particular photographer. Therefore, should there be a controversy in the public eye, 

there will be a record that the curator had nothing to do with the acquisition of the piece by his 

girlfriend. 
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