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Lamination & Paper-Based Items

Ford Conservation Center

About Lamination

Lamination was commonly used throughout the sec-
ond half of the 20th century as a technique to preserve
important documents. Conservators and archivists of-
ten receive inquiries about lamination as a way to pre-
serve family documents. While it may appear to be an
easy solution to the problem of handling fragile or frag-
mented items, research and observation has shown
that lamination is generally not a safe option for pre-
serving or prolonging the life of any important paper-

based items.

The lamination process essentially seals a paper-based
item between two sheets of transparent plastic materi-
al so it can be handled without damage to the paper
support. The plastic material is typically cellulose ace-
tate, which melts to form a seal when subjected to heat
and pressure. Laminated objects usually appear shiny
and have a plastic texture.

The Rise and Fall of Lamination

Lamination had visual and tactile
benefits that initially made it an ap-
pealing option for preserving docu-
ments: It increased the strength of
delicate items; allowed for easier
handling of large items and view-
ing of double-sided documents;
and it appeared that the sealed
items were sheltered from environ-
mental changes in temperature
and humidity.

Unfortunately, the cellulose acetate
used in most laminates degrades
over time, causing serious prob-
lems for the sealed item it is in-
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“The results of lamination can
be catastrophic, with prob-
lems like curl, yellowing, and
shrinkage ranging widely in
severity. Items are some-
times too badly damaged to
read or view as they were

originally intended.”
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tended to protect One tell-tale sign
of degradation is the odor of vine-
gar (acetic acid) which is produced
as the cellulose acetate molecules
break down.

Unknown additives in the cellulose
acetate cause it to shrink, which
can cause structural problems for
the paper it is laminated to. Degra-
dation products from the cellulose
acetate can transfer to the paper,
leaving it permanently stained and
discolored. Since the plastic lami-
nate is not actually impervious to
environmental fluctuations, the pa-
per item is exposed to them and
reacts differently to them than the
laminate, which can cause further
damage.

The results of lamination can be
catastrophic, with problems like
curl, yellowing, and shrinkage rang-
ing widely in severity. Items are
sometimes too badly damaged to
read or view as they were originally
intended.

It is extremely difficult, if not im-
possible, to remove documents
from the laminates. Success is de-
pendent upon a number of varia-
bles, like past environmental condi-
tions of storage and how ‘well’ the
lamination process was done. De-
lamination is a difficult and time
consuming process that must be
carried out by a trained conserva-
tor.

Alternatives to Lamination

The intended merits of lamination
are obvious: improved handling,
structural improvement of paper
items, and safe storage. Today
these requirements are fulfilled by
superior preservation options.

The most widely used and recom-
mended alternative among conser-
vation professionals is encapsula-
tion [Encapsulation is a very similar
concept to lamination, but does

not require heat, adhesive, or pres-
sure that will irreversibly alter the
structure of the item. A specialized
machine called an ultrasonic weld-
er can be used to create a custom
housing out of flexible, inert, plastic
sheets to protect paper-based
items. Encapsulation is ideal for
oddly sized or oversized items, and
for valuable or irreplaceable items.
To find out more about encapsula-



tion call your local library, or consult
a conservator.

It is also possible to ‘encapsulate’ a
paper-based item yourself at home
using pre-cut Mylar® sleeves, which
are made of the same inert plastic
materials used for encapsualtion.
These sleeves come in a variety of
sizes and thicknesses and can be
purchased from conservation sup-
pliers. Remember to look for terms
like inert, stable, and polyethylene,
polyester, and polypropylene when
choosing the right plastic sleeves for
protecting important documents.

If you have important items that are
laminated, the first step is to digitize
the items to provide a record of the
information, before they continue to
deteriorate. Local commercial pho-

tographers can make digital images
or high resolution scans. A conserva-
tor can also be consulted to delami-
nation options if the piece is highly
valued.
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Consulting a Conservator

If you have an important laminated document, a trained conservator will be able to assess its condi-
tion, and may be able to remove it from the laminate material. A conservator will also be able to
give recommendations on the proper storage of laminated documents to help slow down the rate
of degradation. Consult a conservator for further information.

Additional Resources
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Conservation Suppliers

Conservation Resources International

7350-A Lockport Place

Lorton, Virginia 22079

Toll free: (800) 634-6932

www.conservationresources.com

Archival housing/storage supplies, photographic supplies, gen-
eral

Gaylord Archival

P. O. Box 4901

Syracuse, NY 13221-4901

Toll Free: (800) 448-6160

www.gaylord.com

General conservation supplies, housing supplies

Hollinger Metal Edge, Inc.

9401 Northeast Drive
Fredericksburg, VA 22408

Toll Free: (800) 634-0491
www.hollingermetaledge.com
Archival housing/storage supplies

This project was made possible in part by the

Institute of Museum and Library Services grant

LG-43-12-0463-12. www.imls.gov

Light Impressions

100 Carlson Road

Rochester, NY 14610

Toll Free: (888) 222-2054

www.lightimpressionsdirect.com

Photographic supplies, housing, matting and framing supplies

University Products

517 Main Street

P. O. Box 101

Holyoke, MA 01041

Toll Free: (800) 628-1912

www.universityproducts.com

General conservation supplies, housing and matting supplies

Talas

330 Morgan Ave

Brooklyn, NY 11211

Telephone: (212) 219-0770

www.talasonline.com

Conservation supplies, photographic supplies, general

Ford Conservation Center
1326 S 32 Street Omaha, NE 68105 402-595-1180
hn.fordcenter@nebraska.gov history.nebraska.gov/conservation-center
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