When Risk to Collections Gradually Becomes Normal
Over time, I have noticed a recurring pattern in how heritage organisations relate to risk around collections.
This often sits beneath the day-to-day operational pressure and competing priorities that many teams describe.
Importantly, the issue is not usually a lack of technical knowledge.
Most collections care teams are well aware of the main risks affecting collections.
They understand environmental conditions, handling risks, storage limitations, emergency preparedness gaps, and the long-term consequences of deterioration.
The difference often lies elsewhere.
In some organisations, risks gradually become normalised.
Comments such as:
“We have always done it this way.”
“Nothing has happened so far.”
“It is not ideal, but it works.”
begin to shape how risk is understood operationally.
Over time, temporary compromises can slowly become accepted working conditions rather than active areas of concern.
In other organisations, risks remain more visible within everyday decision-making.
Questions continue being asked:
“This seems to be happening more often.”
“What would happen if this failed?”
“Are we comfortable accepting this long-term?”
“At what point does this become unsustainable?”
The distinction is subtle, but important.
Heritage organisations operate in environments where many risks remain relatively low in immediate visibility, but potentially very high in long-term consequence.
Damage may develop gradually over years through cumulative deterioration, but it can also emerge suddenly through operational failure, environmental events, accidents, or emergencies.
In both situations, problems can remain hidden for long periods before becoming fully visible organisationally.
In this context, risk management is not only about frameworks, procedures, or technical tools.
It is also about maintaining organisational awareness around collections risk — and creating the conditions that allow that awareness to remain active over time.
This often includes environments where:
• leadership remains actively engaged with collections risk
• concerns can be raised without hesitation or defensiveness
• stewardship is valued organisationally, not only operationally
• workloads allow enough space for reflection, monitoring, and proactive thinking rather than continual reactive response
Under these conditions, many risks are identified — and often mitigated — before they become larger organisational problems.
The challenge is not to create constant vigilance or anxiety around collections.
Rather, it is to sustain realistic, ongoing awareness of risk within everyday organisational decision-making before operational pressure gradually normalises conditions that may not remain sustainable over the long term.
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