Why Collections Care Problems Are Often Decision-Making Problems
Across museums, libraries, archives, and historic houses, many collections care challenges initially appear technical in nature.
Environmental conditions require improvement.
Storage areas are overcrowded.
Backlogs continue growing.
Emergency preparedness remains incomplete.
Collection moves become increasingly difficult to coordinate.

At first, these often appear to be primarily technical or operational problems.
However, over time, I have increasingly observed that many collections care difficulties are not caused simply by a lack of technical knowledge, commitment, or professional standards.
More often, they reflect the reality of organisational decision-making under constraint.
Most heritage organisations operate within competing pressures:
limited budgets,
ageing buildings,
staffing limitations,
capital project demands,
governance expectations,
public access requirements,
fundraising pressures,
and growing operational complexity.
Within that environment, collections care rarely exists in isolation.
Collections priorities constantly compete alongside wider organisational priorities, often within systems where resources, authority, responsibilities, and escalation pathways are not always fully clear.
As a result, many collections care challenges gradually become decision-making challenges.
For example:
· Which risks are accepted temporarily because other priorities are taking precedence?
· Which collection issues are escalated to leadership level?
· Which projects move forward first?
· Which risks remain visible institutionally, and which slowly become normalised?
· What level of operational pressure is considered sustainable for collections staff?
· At what point does institutional risk exceed organisational capacity?
These are not purely technical questions.
They are organisational and leadership questions.
In many organisations, significant work goes into developing collections care plans, risk registers, emergency procedures, environmental monitoring programmes, and prioritisation frameworks.
However, what is often less visible is the strategic decision-making structure surrounding those tools.
· A risk register may exist, but not meaningfully influence institutional priorities.
· An emergency plan may be written, but rarely tested operationally.
· A conservation priority list may be developed, but without realistic alignment between identified needs and available organisational capacity.
Under these conditions, collections teams often find themselves operating in a constant state of reactive prioritisation and firefighting.
Everything begins to feel urgent.
Decisions become delayed rather than explicitly resolved.
Additional workload is gradually absorbed with the expectation that teams will somehow continue managing increasing operational complexity.
Importantly, this rarely reflects a lack of care or professionalism.
In fact, many collections teams continue functioning precisely because of extremely high levels of commitment, adaptability, and professional responsibility.
However, long-term reliance on informal adaptation can also gradually obscure deeper organisational problems.
Over time, organisations can begin normalising operational pressure around collections care. Temporary compromises slowly become embedded in everyday practice. Delayed decisions become routine. Resource limitations become accepted assumptions rather than active strategic discussions.
As this happens, operational strain can gradually become structurally invisible within the organisation itself.
One of the important turning points within organisations often comes when risks begin to be compared more explicitly across the institution.
Once risks are compared directly, trade-offs become more visible.
It becomes clearer:
· which risks are primarily technical,
· which require leadership decisions,
· which issues are operational,
· which are structural, and
· where organisational expectations no longer match available capacity.
The discussion gradually shifts from:
“What feels most urgent?”
toward:
“What has the greatest institutional impact?”
This shift is significant.
Because collections care is not only about preserving collections.
It is also about how organisations make decisions under conditions of uncertainty, competing priorities, limited resources, and operational pressure.
Technical expertise remains essential.
But technical expertise alone cannot resolve unclear authority structures, delayed escalation, competing institutional priorities, or unresolved organisational trade-offs.
· In practice, many collections care challenges are deeply connected to:
· leadership,
· governance,
· prioritisation,
· communication,
· risk appetite, and
· organisational decision-making.
This is one reason why collections care increasingly needs to be understood not only as a technical field, but also as an organisational and strategic one.
As heritage organisations continue operating under growing constraint and complexity, long-term collections care increasingly depends not only on technical expertise, but on whether organisations can make realistic decisions about risk, capacity, priorities, and organisational limits before operational pressure gradually becomes institutional instability.
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