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Abstract this paper describes the development of a collection risk management 
strategy within Historic Royal Palaces, which is a thriving commercially-
based visitor attraction. the approach is two pronged. it first comprises 
a steering body, the ‘Agents of Decay’ Board, for strategic direction 
and collaborative decision making for risk mitigation measures that are 
supported and implemented. second, at operational level, it offers a 
team approach between conservators and commercial staff to achieve 
conservation risk management goals whilst delivering a financial and 
client or visitor successful business. collection risk management is wo-
ven into the activities of the palaces enabling the Historic Royal Palace 
business to be successful, which in turn leads to the generation of more 
funds for conservation. 

This paper focuses on the way conservators have evolved their approach to manag-
ing collection risks at the Historic Royal Palaces (HRP), where it has moved from 
having a peripheral role within the palaces to a central position standing equal with 
other HRP business risk management strategies. We have reshaped our conserva-
tion approach, creating a flexible case-by-case solution to managing conservation 
risks that works with the changed circumstances at HRP and the changing expecta-
tions of our visitors. 
 Historic Royal Palaces has managed the five unoccupied British royal palaces 
since 1989. No longer used for royal state affairs these are the Tower of London, the 
Banqueting House of Whitehall Palace, and the palaces of Hampton Court, Kens-
ington and Kew. These palaces, their decorative historic fabric and Royal Collection 
contents are of great historic and artistic significance and value, nationally and in-
ternationally. 
 In total there are over 4000 rooms and over 13,000 artefacts ranging from 
the magnificent ceiling of the Banqueting House at Whitehall Palace painted by 
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Peter Paul Rubens (Flemish painter, 
1577–1640), to tapestries, royal state 
beds and throne canopies, to 27 large 
scale, Baroque wall and ceiling paint-
ings, over 3000 arms on display, to, of 
course, the Royal Crown Jewels. They 
are also major heritage site attractions 
with over 3.8 million people passing 
across their thresholds each year.
 Since 1999 Historic Royal Pal-
aces has been a self-sustaining charity 
not funded by the Crown and respon-
sible for raising all the income to con-
serve and protect these national royal 
treasures. That means HRP has to op-
erate on a commercial model. A con-
sequence of this is that the palaces are 
now used more to generate income 
and, as well as these income genera-

Figure 1. the painted ceiling scheme by Peter 
Paul Rubens, installed 1636 in the Banqueting 
House, Whitehall Palace. 

Figure 2. the tudor period ‘Abraham’ series 
tapestries on display in the Great Hall, Hamp-
ton court Palace, commissioned by Henry Viii 
in the 1540s to hang in this location.

Figure 3. the decorative 18th-century  
Baroque wall and ceiling painting of the 
King’s Grand staircase, Hampton court 
Palace.
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tion activities changing our collection risk profile, our visitor’s expectations are 
also changing. In the past the visitor’s experience was reflective, in that they walked 
around and viewed carefully constructed rooms. Now, our visitors are stimulated in 
participative ventures. Likewise, our evening events in the past were relatively se-
date corporate affairs, whereas now our clients expect extensive floral decorations, 
light and sound shows, live music, dancing and even indoor pyrotechnics! All this, 
needless to say, can affect protecting collections and historic interior fabric. 
 Previously, as a government agency with our generally guaranteed funding, 
conservators were able to avoid, prevent or strictly control activities that may have 
had a detrimental impact on the palaces, regardless of the financial consequences 
on income or the visitors’ visiting experience. Now as a charity, independent of gov-
ernment funding and commercially focused, we, as conservators and the collections 
risk managers at HRP, can no longer afford to be so rigid—the more income gen-
erated, in turn, provided more income to conserve and protect the palaces. While 
maintaining our conservation policies and ensuring best practice conservation, we 
had to rethink how we implemented these policies to adapt to the changing envi-
ronment. Conservators had to be creative and flexible; yet we had to ensure our high 
conservation standards. Crucially, we had to be at the decision-making table. We 
needed to approach risk within the bigger-picture organisation (e.g., of increased 
visitor access and enjoyment) and revenue opportunity needs. 

Figure 4. HRP visitors engage in participatory events within the display areas to learn about 
royal history and society.
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Figure 5. A commercial event in the Banqueting House, Whitehall Palace featuring buffet, live 
music, and decorative lighting.

Figure 6. conservators carry out regimes of conservation care and environmental monitoring 
in the display areas, for example in the lower King’s route, Hampton court Palace.
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Change in Risk Profile-Risk Management 

All along, Historic Royal Palaces has had a preventive conservation risk manage-
ment programme, structured on the ‘Framework for the Preservation of Museum 
Collections’, published by the Canadian Conservation Institute. HRP’s 12 preven-
tive conservators work in the collection display areas daily managing risks directly; 
systematically caring for and monitoring the assets, and protecting them from the 
palace activities (the physical risks) and its environmental conditions. They collect 
data on nine areas of risk allowing the impacts to be profiled at varying levels of de-
tail and time lines.1 The conservators monitor long-term effects and the success of 
their risk mitigation measures. This reflected a common conservation approach at 
collection organisations.
 However, our risk management programmes had become formulaic; a gen-
eral blanket standard applied to all as if activities and their risk remained static. This 
did not work in the commercially driven HRP. Conservators were not at the deci-
sion-making table with those organising and implementing events. Responsibility 
for events was spread out among a number of departments, previously working 
without much interaction, in what you might say, ‘silos’. Our efforts at risk manage-
ment were largely operational, achieved through repeated, lengthy and time-con-

Figure 7. Risk data on dust, light, relative humidity and temperature, and vibration is inter-
preted quarterly to create risk profiles.
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suming negotiation with the multitude of staff who manage events and the sites. 
When Historic Royal Palaces became a self-sustaining charity the need for a quick 
turnaround on deciding and planning events, common of a private business, meant 
there was less time to reach consensus on risk management solutions and our palace 
management teams were starting to undertake activities without our full involve-
ment. We were losing our conservation influence and risk management grip! It be-
came obvious we needed a different approach.

Changing Conservation Risk Management 

To address the need for changes in risk management at Historic Royal Palaces, two 
innovative approaches were developed; one of which is top down and the other, 
bottom up. 

‘Agents of Decay’ Strategy Board—The Top Down Approach 

First, conservators recognised that without a collective approach based on the col-
lective buy-in of senior staff directing palace events, they were unlikely to get sup-
port for any risk mitigating measures that might affect these business activities. 
Conservators proposed a conservation risk management strategy board, now called 
‘Agents of Decay’, to steer collection risk management to ensure it was systematic 
and effective with conservation solutions integrated into the palaces’ business ac-
tivities. Its mandate came to be: to make improvements to reduce the probability 
and impact of physical and (or) environmental risk to the collection assets whilst 
getting the right balance between conservation and commercial use. 
 This was a new concept for HRP and it was met with resistance. It was thought 
to be unnecessary, as preventive conservation was long established and successful 
and the proposal was deemed theoretical, experimental, and potentially bureau-
cratic. It took two years for key directors to agree to trial such a board. Support was 
gained by convincing that a collective and activity-holistic approach to managing 
collection risks was the industry norm, as evidenced by the many frameworks for 
collection risk management in the heritage sector. Showing the Canadian Conser-
vation Institute’s poster, ‘Framework for the Preservation of Museum Collections’ 
helped drive this home. 
 Very importantly, as such frameworks shared a common language with 
HRP’s financial business risk profiling frameworks, directors and trustees were able 
to understand the proposal’s ‘pitch’ and how it made ‘good’ business sense to extend 
risk management to the charity’s work to protect its historic assets. By considering 
collection risks, in the same way as other business risks, HRP could become a more 
effective business, since the collection is one of the business’s major assets.
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 Finally, HRP had just adopted its guiding organisational principles, one of 
which was conservation, which we call ‘Guardianship.’2 Directors welcomed the way 
of benchmarking our ‘Guardianship’ work through risk management, making an  
‘Agents’ risk management board structure valuable. 
 This approach is unique because it utilizes a board that is made up of conser-
vators, directors, and senior managers from all operational areas.3 It guarantees risk 
management solutions are not only implemented but are done through all depart-
ments working together. The directors become conservation advocates to the HRP 
Executive Board (which sets strategy and allocates funding) and HRP. And for all 
involved, the decision-making for new risk mitigating actions is sped up (and less 
bureaucratic). Conservation risk management needs now have as much influence 
as other HRP business needs. In the initial years of becoming a charity, the busi-
ness side dominated, but now, with respect to collection risks, mitigating measures 
might override the business interests. 
 The ‘Agents of Decay’ Board which meets two to three times a year, consists of 
key decision makers and managers within HRP. Conservation risk is ranked annu-
ally by the board so that the board’s priorities for risk management action are based 
on sound science, the conservators’ risk data and their expert judgement from ob-
servations and experiences of risk. Scientific research to gather further data and 
evidence is initiated if needed and the impact of mitigating solutions are measured 
with key performance indicators (KPIs) where it is meaningful to do so. 
 Conservators play the key role at the meetings by presenting data and infor-
mation to the board, leading the board’s work. Conservation goals and risks are 

Table 1. the ‘Agents of Decay Board’ annual collection risk profile chart for 2010. 
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balanced against financial and operational factors. The impact may be presented 
as either real or predictive. The mitigation options are decided collectively on their 
feasibility, their proven effectiveness, and the impact on the business, including rev-
enue and visitor satisfaction. This involves much robust questioning and discussion 
and directors have said it has become their most stimulating and favorite meeting. 
The role of the ‘Agents’ Board is to ensure the collections risk management pro-
gramme is effective; ensuring conservation solutions are successfully integrated into 
business activities and that business activities are driven by conservation design. 
There is a virtuous circle of business and conservation success. Conservation ac-
tivities are now a part of one organisation and risk management solutions are inti-
mately linked to all business initiatives. 

An Example of an Outcome of the ‘Agents’ Board  
Steering Risk Management Mitigating Solutions 

At Hampton Court Palace in the Queen’s Grand staircase area there is an 18th cen-
tury decorative oil painted ceiling scheme that is peeling at a measurable rate. After 
a technical investigation carried out over six years had concluded there is no ef-
fective adhesive treatment solution to stop this deterioration, conservators recom-
mended a solution to slow down the rate of peeling, based on stabilising the relative 
humidity in this area. This would involve major changes to the historic interior and 
the ‘business’ use of this area as a major visitor and events through-route. 
 The ‘Agents’ Board backed testing a business preferred option of minimal 
change as a first step, which involved draft-proofing the area’s large scale windows 
and doors and introducing one air lock lobby door where, from an architectural 
perspective, it was acceptable. Continued use of the area as a major through-route 
was part of this scenario. The ‘Agents’ Board agreed to support a one-year scientific 
research programme to analyse the effectiveness of this approach to stabilising the 
environment and slowing the rate of paint peeling, to commence in 2012. If ineffec-
tive, the ‘Agents’ group would have the scientific data, the evidence, necessary to de-

Table 2. the key performance indicators used for collection risk management at HRP.

Key Performance 
Indicator (KPI) Standard 

% of time to be 
achieved 

Relative Humidity 40-60% Aim: 80%

Visible Light No more than 150,000 lux hours per year in any 
area containing light sensitive items 

Aim: 100%

Ultraviolet Light 30 microwatts/lumen maximum  Aim: 100% 

Dust Monthly coverage to be less than 3% by area Aim: 100%
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bate the feasibility of the more sig-
nificant intervention of additional 
draft proofing measures involving 
a second air exchange lobby door, 
which would be a new feature to 
the pristine 1735 architectural 
scheme. It would also require the 
re-routing of over a million visitors 
and hundreds of events in ways that 
are inefficient to business opera-
tions and make it more difficult for 
visitors to understand the original 
architectural design and function-
ing of the palace. With the ‘Agents’ 
board structure, conservators are 
able to influence major change to 
affect collections risk management. 

Figure 8. the 1735 decorative ceiling 
painting by William Kent in the Queen’s 
staircase area, Hampton court Palace, 
which is peeling at a measurable rate. 

Figure 9. A detail of the unstable condition 
of the ceiling painting of the Queen’s stair-
case area, Hampton court Palace.

Figure 10. Proposal to introduce a double door 
air lock lobby into an architecturally pristine 1735 
scheme, Queen’s staircase area, Hampton court 
Palace.



112 RisK MAnAGeMent stRAteGY At A MAJoR HeRitAGe AttRAction O  

Forming Cross-Departmental Conservation  
Working Teams—The Bottom-Up Approach 

Additional to achieving a strategic approach to conservation risk management 
through an ‘Agents of Decay’ Strategy Board, a bottom-up approach was needed. 
Conservators have become integral to front line risk management through the cre-
ation of cross-departmental operational teams which broke down interdepartmen-
tal ‘silos,’ increasing the understanding between conservators and their conserva-
tion needs and others whose responsibility is creating commercial revenue.
 At the beginning of this change, there was a lot of resistance based on the 
misconception that conservators’ measures for risk mitigation would constrain 
business success. Operational teams did not know what conservators did to pro-
tect collections outside of policing activities (for example, visitor programmes, 
receptions, and dinner events). Likewise, conservators did not appreciate the 
commercial pressures on the operational teams to improve revenue to HRP. Staff 
needed to break down the ‘silo walls’ between them, which was a learning process 
on both sides. 
 The first change was to agree as a conservator team to move from saying ‘no’ 
(to vary an activity or introduce a new one, for example) to saying ‘how’ to best 
achieve our conservation goals. This involved a combination of internal conserva-
tion meetings to agree basic constraints and principles, and encouraging external 
operational teams to identify suitable conservation risk management solutions to 
meet our constraints.
 To manage collection risks in this way requires a higher level of conservation 
judgment than that needed for black and white rules and regulations. Conservators 
have had to build up their risk-managing experience to work this way. Conserva-
tors also needed to learn to live with risk rather than only focusing on ways to avoid 
it. To achieve this viewpoint, they had to be open to trying out new activities for 
revenue generation, and to work with commercial staff to understand the business 
opportunity and its risks in detail. They had to see smaller operational risks in the 
context of the larger, or longer-term, risks to the collection, and the specific and sig-
nificant revenue certain events can generate. 
 At events, instead of standing apart and overseeing—or ‘policing’—the imple-
mentation of collection risk management procedures, conservators started to pitch 
in and help with the smooth running of the event. They became part of the events’ 
planning and delivery team and are now popular and sought after advisors on event 
risk management. Their work at events is considered an essential business cost and 
funded from the events business directly. This ‘team’ approach is articulated in the 
HRP publication, “The Show Must go On” which positions conservation as one of 
many equally important roles with the commercial teams for the delivery of a con-
servation-safe and successful events business. It celebrates everyone’s contribution 
to affecting risk management as a shared responsibility. 
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An Example of the Bottom-Up Approach to  
Risk Management of Feature Filming Activities 

Historic Royal Palace’s bottom-up all-team approach to risk management is best il-
lustrated by the changes made to managing large functions and feature filming in 
our palaces. An example from feature filming is provided here.
 In the past, conservators would set out a long list of prescriptive rules for film-
ing in the palaces, work to make these a requirement of the filming contract, moni-
tor activities on the day and report back on failures, which was not very constructive 
in the long term. HRP’s conservators came to recognise that the film industry has a 
tremendous amount of technical skill and experience in technical problem-solving 
and decided to tap into this. Therefore, conservators now focus on the conserva-
tion constraints. As an example, the light levels must not be increased, the site must 
be left in the same condition as received, and filmmakers rather than conservators 
devise the technical approach to achieve this. Additionally, conservators use guide-
lines to steer the film crews in their on-site film production planning. The palace is 
zoned into conservation-sensitive or robust areas and film companies commonly 
propose use of only those spaces that are robust and at low risk of accidental damage 
by filming activities. 
 In this way, the conser-
vators enter into a dialogue on 
how this best can be achieved. 
They move from the role of 
police to that of advisor. They 
seek risk management solutions 
from others rather than trying 
to devise them on their own. 
On the filming day, the conser-
vators are paid by the film com-
pany to oversee the production 
risks and to act as conservation 
advisors. This approach also 
makes the role more satisfying 
to the conservators. With risk 
management solutions devised 
by the filmmakers, conserva-
tors are more confident that 
risks are covered and solutions 
are implemented, as filmmak-
ers have ownership of the ap-
proach. Better risk management 
is achieved. 

Figure 11. Filmmakers’ solution to lighting the filming 
area that met the conservator-specified constraints for 
light levels.
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Conclusion

For conservators at Historic Royal Palaces the two-pronged model for managing 
collection risks works well: strategic direction and decision making is made by di-
rectors and senior palace managers using a steering body. The ‘Agents of Decay’ 
Strategy Board and a collaborative approach means risk and mitigation decisions 
are agreed upon and implemented. Decisions are long-term and relevant and mean-
ingful risk management research is funded. All actions are based on sound conser-
vation data, principles, and true risk. At the operational level, risk-management ex-
perienced conservators influence staff to adopt good conservation practices and to 
identify suitable conservation control measures. A key to success in collection risk 
management is that our conservators adopt a solution-focused, ‘can do’ approach to 
issues and understand both the commercial and conservation worlds. They strike 
the right balance for managing risks in a major commercially-based visitor attrac-
tion. As a result, collection risk management is woven into the activities of the pal-
aces and the business is successful in generating more funds for conservation.
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Notes

 1.  HRP’s collection conservation programme is structured on the ten agents of risk articulated in 
the Framework for the Preservation of Museum Collections published by the Canadian Con-
servation Institute online (www.cci-icc.gc.ca) and as a wall chart (purchased from the Canadian 
Conservation Institute’s bookshop). Where a risk at the palaces has different impacts or sources 
of cause HRP assesses these risks more than once (e.g., the risk of thieves and vandals is judged 
according to the impact of loss or disturbance; water is profiled according to flood (i.e., rising 
water) or ingress from heavy rains). At present HRP does not consider the risk of ‘dissociation’ 
as it has systems and procedures in place for its mitigation.

 2.  HRP’s Principle of Guardianship is: “to give these palaces a future as well as a past; to conserve 
them to the standard they deserve; the best.”

 3.  HRP’s “Agents of Decay” Board comprises: leading ‘Agents’, Director of Conservation and 
Learning, Director of the Palaces (palaces-wide operations), the HRP Surveyor (Head of build-
ing conservation), and the Head of Conservation and Collection Care; and the ‘Agents’ advising 
the Board comprise senior staff with decision-making authority including-senior conservators, 
conservation scientist, curator, special events (commercial), maintenance, building restoration, 
visitor services, and front-of-house warders.
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