When Organisational Pressure Becomes Personal in Collections Care
In many heritage organisations, collections care takes place within environments shaped by ongoing constraint.
· limited staffing
· ageing buildings
· growing backlogs
· increasing expectations
· competing organisational priorities
· projects operating under time and budget pressure, and
· continuous pressure to do more with limited resources.
At the same time, collections work often carries strong professional and ethical expectations around stewardship, responsibility, and standards of care.
Over time, I have found myself reflecting on how these pressures can gradually become experienced personally within collections work itself.
In many organisations, collections professionals are highly aware of risks affecting collections.
They know where environmental conditions remain unstable.
They know where storage is overcrowded.
They know where backlog pressures continue growing.
They know which emergency preparedness gaps still exist.
They know which collection risks remain unresolved because resources, authority, time, or organisational attention remain limited.

However, many of these limitations sit only partially within their control.
Staffing levels may sit elsewhere.
Capital investment decisions may sit elsewhere.
Building constraints may sit elsewhere.
Institutional priorities may sit elsewhere.
Yet the responsibility for stewardship often remains felt very personally.
One of the consequences is that collections care can gradually become highly decision-dense work.
Small decisions are made continuously:
what becomes the priority,
what must wait,
what level of risk is temporarily accepted,
which concerns are escalated,
how limited time is distributed,
and how responsibility is carried across teams and organisations.
Individually, many of these decisions may appear relatively small.
Cumulatively, however, they can create significant cognitive, ethical, and emotional pressure over time.
This seems particularly true in environments where operational demand remains consistently high and uncertainty remains ongoing.
Under sustained pressure, collections professionals can gradually begin carrying organisational limitations internally as personal responsibility.
Questions begin to emerge such as:
“Are we doing enough?”
“Should this have been escalated further?”
“What level of compromise is acceptable?”
“At what point does temporary adaptation become unsustainable?”
Importantly, these are not only technical questions.
They are also organisational, ethical, and human questions.
This is one reason why I increasingly find myself thinking about collections care not only as technical practice, but also as work shaped by organisational systems, decision-making structures, operational pressure, and the human experience of responsibility under constraint.
In many heritage organisations, the issue is not lack of professionalism or commitment.
In fact, collections teams often continue functioning precisely because of extremely high levels of adaptability, responsibility, and professional care.
At the same time, long-term reliance on continual adaptation and professional goodwill can also gradually obscure deeper structural pressures within organisations.
Over time, teams can become accustomed to carrying levels of operational strain that might once have been recognised as unsustainable.
Perhaps one of the ongoing challenges for heritage organisations is not only how collections are preserved technically, but how organisations create conditions where realistic prioritisation, escalation, support, and decision-making remain possible over time.
Some of these reflections continue to inform my ongoing work and teaching around decision-making, organisational pressure, and risk within collections care environments.
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