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Abstract

This article critically examines the visual models that represent conservation decision-
making, arguing for a shift from linear, exclusionary frameworks toward inclusive,
reflexive and systems-based approaches. Traditional models, such as decision trees,
flow diagrams and scoring matrices, offer structure and clarity, particularly for novice
practitioners. However they can oversimplify complex realities, prioritising measurable
outcomes and technical certainty over subjective, emotional and ethical dimensions.
These models risk narrowing our perspectives on care by marginalising stakeholders,
reinforcing hierarchies and excluding diverse perspectives, particularly in sensitive or
contested heritage contexts. We use case studies and examples including the Hillsbor-
ough disaster archive to discuss how prioritising material preservation over access and
social responsibility can result in profound failures of care. In such cases, the conserva-
tor’s role must shift from control to facilitation, recognising that true care may lie in
enabling others’ engagement with heritage. To address the limitations of the dominant
visual models for conservation decision-making, the article proposes a systems-think-
ing approach that embraces complexity, interconnectedness and change. The care
that conservators offer is reframed as a dynamic, co-evolving practice shaped by
relationships across time, space and disciplines. A double helix model is offered that
visualises this interplay, integrating material and socio-cultural dimensions of care.
This model supports adaptive, feedback-informed decision-making that
aligns technical actions with cultural meaning and long-term sustainability. Our
care should value plural perspectives, embrace uncertainty and reposition conservation
as an enabling, collaborative practice. By reimagining how care decisions are
described we can better reflect the lived realities of heritage and the communities it
serves.
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Introduction

‘Taking care’ is a common way of describing the practice of looking after
collections. This expression signifies the location of the power and
control in that care practice. Conservators have long suffered difficulties
in sharing their decisions, creating the impression of exclusionary practice.”
In conceiving this article, the authors wondered whether exclusionary prac-
tice is inevitable due to the complex and sometimes technical nature of
conservation, or whether it is chosen (even if unconsciously) and has
become habituated, used without reflection or reflexion, making change
difficult and exclusion the default. To explore this question, we focus on
how conservators represent their decision-making processes visually. We
wish to explore whether there is a reinforcing feedback loop within the pro-
fession of seeking to describe our own experiences based on our obser-
vations of how they are described in our professional spaces, rather than
capturing our realities. The aspiration is to explore ways to widen the
framework of understanding in conservation by representing a more
open-ended process that may help us express our practice with less cer-
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tainty. We wish to consider what the concepts of giving or taking care
express, based on a concern that both centre the conservator as the
actor and the care framed as a token that is offered and controlled by
the conservation professional.

Decision-making in conservation

One way to examine the accessibility of conservation decisions is to look
at how conservators describe their own decision-making processes. We
hypothesise that many commonly used decision models in the conserva-
tion canon, and some of the academic writing that support them, prior-
itise measurable and certain factors, reflecting a cultural bias that values
what can be quantified over what cannot.? These measurable and certain
decision criteria create the positivistic trend in conservation that centres
on provable facts and objective evidence whilst ignoring or decrying the
subjective.®> An unintended consequence of traditional conservation
models is the de-prioritisation of emotion, connection and critical judg-
ment; these qualities are often central to the value of the materials we
care for. This disconnect becomes especially stark in sensitive cases. For
example, conserving clothing linked to a brutal murder requires far
more than knowing how fabrics fade or how to remove stains. Conserva-
tion cannot begin until conversations are held about what the garments
mean to those affected. These conversations may produce complex, con-
flicting perspectives that resist easy translation into treatment steps.*
Improving our metacognitive awareness, how we think about decision-
making, could create space to challenge and reshape the foundations of
our practice.

Unlike other areas of heritage work, conservation decisions are
rarely reversible.> Conservators often assess complex systems with
conflicting demands to make binary, sometimes permanent, choices:
should this tear be repaired? Should the corrosion layer remain?
The consequences of these decisions may later be experienced in dra-
matically different ways, depending on cultural, temporal or spatial
context.

The illusion of a single best outcome

An early career conservator will evaluate multiple factors before decid-
ing to remove a varnish. However, after years of repetition, this process
can become instinctive, with decision cues fading from awareness.
Expertise involves balancing intuition and analysis,® but if repeated
without reflection, intuition can solidify into habit. Rather than recognis-
ing this shift as a loss of critical engagement, conservators may justify it
as adherence to principles. When habit becomes codified as principle,
repeating familiar practice becomes the measure of conservation
success. This dynamic is reinforced by professional pressures. Conserva-
tors fear judgment by their peers, with professional bodies guiding
interactions.” Yet the mechanisms for peers to evaluate a conservator's
work are limited. Additionally, conservation has long been framed
around identifying an object’s ideal historical state,® reinforcing the
belief in a single, correct outcome. As a result, a conservator's
decision-making is often evaluated by a consideration of the outcomes
rather than the process, creating the illusion of seeking fixed conserva-
tion truths rather than context-driven professional judgment.

To seek an alternative vision, we must counterpose this situation. If we
believe that plurality is important when understanding an object, we
must also recognise that plural perspectives mean multiple and potentially
changing meanings. This will involve conservators involving others on con-
servation decisions which is a commonly described practice, but there
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remains a fear of engaging non-conservation in technical decision-making.’
This form of technocratic exclusion is one of the profession’s unconscious
or conscious biases. By exploring how conservators, consciously or subcon-
sciously, approach their practice of care is it possible to shift from a singular
authority dictating 'best practice’ to a more inclusive, collaborative
process? Rather than a fixed approach, conservation becomes an enabling
practice, navigating multiple valid options and enhancing chosen meanings
through accountable decision-making. We believe that inclusion in conser-
vation decision-making requires a conceptual shift in the sector away from
linear processes with controlled outcomes to deliver best practice. To
deliver representative practice we must embrace multiple possibilities
and the opportunities of uncertainty. The concept of giving care must
give way from the measurable now to the experienced whole.

Challenging linear progression

Heritage research offers established precedents for rejecting linear tem-
poral frameworks, instead privileging layered, cyclical and plural con-
ceptions of time to account for the complex, lived rhythms of cultural
memory and practice.’® Although some of the conservation models
describe fluid and iterative dynamic relationships in their writing,"" by sim-
plifying and presenting them as iterative flow charts (boxes in rows with
arrows between), the visual models eschew dynamism and uncertainty in
favour of clarity and structure with an impression of linear progression
(see Fig. 1). This reduces the opportunities to capture emergence—the
phenomenon where a complex system (such as the expression of heritage)
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Fig. 1 lllustrative examples of visualised decision-making models commonly used in conserva-
tion. Clockwise from top left: decision tree, flow diagram, spider web diagram and matrices.
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exhibits properties or behaviours that are new or different from the orig-
inating components. Peter Checkland explains emergence as ‘entities
[that] exhibit properties which are meaningful only when attributed to
the whole, not to its parts’.'? For conservation this would suggest that out-
comes arise from the interactions and relationships between inputs but do
not arise as simple, predictable, combinations of those inputs.

Through seeking clarity, flow-chart models suggest that each step
emerges from prior conditions. It is possible to analyse the outcomes of
a messy, creative, emergent process and produce a retrospective expla-
nation with linear flow, but this retrospective clarification does not accu-
rately capture the experience. Hanna Hélling attempts to challenge the
concepts of permanence or of ‘fixity’ countering the idea of artworks as
changing and evolving entities.”® Conservation becomes another input in
the recurring emergence of the artwork or heritage experience each
time a new dynamic relationship can create unexpected outcomes. Emer-
gence thrives on feedback, where outputs influence future inputs, as a per-
former responds to audience reaction or a dancer to their partner. This
creates circular or recursive patterns that defy linear flow, a phenomenon
that Renata Peters represents as concepts on a spiral to capture ‘contem-
porary decision-making processes in conservation’ as ‘continuous, non-

linear, recursive and cross-disciplinary’.'*

Decision-making from novice to expert

Dreyfus and Dreyfus's novice-to-expert model offers a useful framework
for understanding professional development in conservation, forming
the foundation of Icon’s accreditation scheme.’® The model outlines
five nonlinear stages, from novices, who rely on rules and supervision,
to experts who operate intuitively and adapt fluidly to context.'® In con-
servation education, if decision-making is taught as a structured sequence
—assess condition and significance, analyse and diagnose, plan treat-
ment, then intervene—then this step-by-step approach provides structure
and clarity for learners."”” Recognising novice and beginner stages of
development and ensuring educational challenges are appropriately con-
structed to operate in their zone of proximal development makes such as
progressive task-based approach meaningful.'® However, this sequence
does not reflect how experienced practitioners work. Experts often
make rapid assessments based on tacit knowledge, pattern recognition
and contextual awareness."” Decision-making models should be different
between novices and experts, not as a hierarchy but as a reflection of
growth.

Crucially, progress from novice to expert is not automatic. Real-life
expertise does not unfold in neatly defined stages and experts’ practice
is not the same as novices.?° Consider an optometry student conducting
an eye exam—it might take an hour, but an experienced practitioner can
verify their findings in minutes. Recognising this reality invites us to re-
evaluate how we frame, teach and communicate conservation expertise,
and to consider whether our current narratives truly reflect how expertise
works in the field.

Whilst education often frames decision-making as linear and logical, with
structured stages marking professional growth, Henderson, Lingle, and
Parkes argue for a model that embraces complexity, reflection, reflexion
and nuance as signs of maturity.?’ Development depends on talent, motiv-
ation, feedback and access to learning opportunities.?” Deliberate practice
(not simply repetition) with effective feedback loops is needed to support
this growth.?® Mid-career conservators will sit across the spectrum with
decision-making skills that are more holistic than entry level but less instinc-
tive than experts. Over time the areas in which mid-career practitioners
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become expert will extend from their core competency areas. For this
article, it is sufficient to note that either they will have a step-wise approach
or a holistic one with reflection and they are likely to identify with step-by-
step progression models, even if on some occasions they operate far more
fluidly than those models suggest.

How conservators describe care decisions

Mirroring our pedagogical approach, models shared in the professional
literature tend to frame us as linear or processual decision makers
working in the measurable now, seeking an ideal state that must be deliv-
ered to ‘best practice’ levels. This framing risks oversimplifying real-world
expertise, which is often fluid, negotiated and context dependent.
Growth is not automatic; it requires motivation, access, feedback and
deliberate practice.?* As conservators develop their skills, they can begin
to gather a degree of comfort and security in their practice. A gap opens
between how decision-making is described and how it unfolds in expert
practice.”®> When decision-making models overemphasise certainty and
structure, they may unintentionally suppress reflexivity, adaptability and
responsiveness, the very qualities that define expert practice. Post-
decision rationalisation often leans on broad notions of ‘ethics’ or tradition.
Could this discrepancy be influenced by the lack of effective models to
describe real-world practice?

To better reflect the realities of conservation, we must embrace models
that support complexity, encourage reflexion®® and recognise the limit-
ations of step-based approaches. Expert decision-making in conservation
is not simply the execution of knowledge, but an evolving, situated
process shaped by judgment, experience and uncertainty. We contend
that how we describe decision-making influences our conceptions of our
practice. Thus, there is a value in discussing commonly used decision-
making models and asking what opportunity there is to change and
improve them.

Conservation decision-making models

Sequential decision-making methodologies for conservation abound.?” It is
thus beneficial to examine models which focus on the workflow of decision-
making to reveal intended or unintended implications that stem from them.
Decision-making in conservation is challenging; often our decisions are
made in one-of-a-kind scenarios with little feedback from previous
decisions. Where feedback opportunities exist, they may take decades to
be of value. There is an inability to control variables, and our work is
often high stakes with responsibility directly attributed to our actions.?®
Some conservators actively reject the ideas of structured scientific-style
decision-making and argue for the centrality of the intuition that is
carried by experts.?’ For example, Sian Jones and Thomas Yarrow note
that divergent project assessments can come from practitioners with
similar training but with different specialisations and personal experi-
ences.’® We acknowledge this perspective but also note that whether
descriptions are technical or tactile, they often sit on a linear or processual
model progressing forward with feedback loops. Some models insist that
there is a clear interplay and interactions between elements which captures
more nuance and complexity, however when this is captured visually this is
reduced to a procedure with fixed start and end points.?” In a sense, the
models are like the game of snakes and ladders—although there are
opportunities to loop back or forward the process inexorably moves
from the starting point to the single best outcome at completion. A
single thread that, even if iteratively reviewed, sits at the centre of
decision-making with the conservator guiding progression from input to
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output supports a conventional notion of giving and receiving care as a
simple and predictable exchange. It can also risk excluding alternative tem-
poralities and engagement. Our vision of care is of a shared, complex and
generative process where many parties contribute to the heritage-making
process and we seek a model of care that represents this.

A conservator with a rich and varied career may attempt to capture every
decision and variable when building a decision-making model. If a panel is
involved, each member will want their own practice represented. The
results are models with often exhaustive considerations, presenting con-
servation as a process of carefully weighing every measurable option and
metric. Yet, in practice, experts quickly narrow the decision pool, focussing
only on the most relevant factors. Key priorities are obscured behind an
excess of measurables, overvaluing technical details while diminishing
crucial elements.

An inclusive, flexible approach to care must focus on identifying what
matters most, rather than cataloguing every measurable consideration.
The burden of a careful analysis of every option will weigh heavily on con-
servators, especially those who believe a ‘best’ course of action exists. To
find this best outcome it becomes easier to narrow the decision-making
perspective to a catalogue of smaller, easier tasks that are easier to
measure and control. Collectively examining common representations of
decision-making strategies provides insight into how the sector represents
its processes. A simplified figure of these types of models is provided for
illustration although the authors do recognise that the models offer more
complexity and nuance (Fig. 1).

1 Sequence-based conservation decision-making

The first set of decision-making strategies examined are sequence-based
models such as decision trees and flow diagrams. Sequential decision-
making outlines a process where the decision-maker makes successive
observations of a process before a final decision is made. In most sequen-
tial decision problems, there is an implicit or explicit cost associated with
each observation.>?

Decision trees graphically represent decision-making processes,
showing options as branches connected to potential outcomes.®* Chris
Caple calls them valuable tools for conservators.®* They provide account-
ability, divide decisions into components, and evaluate costs, benefits
and risks. Decision trees simplify complex ideas numerically but may lack
nuance for subjective factors. Limitations include inadequate weighting
of measurables and restrictive criteria. Flow diagrams similarly visualise
decision processes, illustrating stages and outcomes using formatting
like colour or shape.®® They are useful for modelling strategies in risk man-
agement, such as drainage installation or monitoring systems.3¢

2 Dynamic decision-making models
Dynamic decision-making models, including scoring systems and matrices,
involve choosing actions over time to optimise outcomes in context.3’
Scoring systems, like decision matrices or web charts, assign values to cri-
teria (e.g. material costs or owners’ wishes), providing a structured
approach to decision-making.®® For example, scoring can help prioritise
heritage elements based on significance or condition.”” However, criteria
may be excluded for lacking numerical scores, and balancing multiple per-
spectives often requires separate scoring grids, limiting usefulness in
complex cases.

Decision matrices determine relative scores by aligning characters across
categories, often used to assess risks in the heritage sector.*® Stefan
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Michalski highlights their ability to distil complex issues into value judg-
ments and aid shared decision-making.*’

Spider web charts graphically represent multivariate data with axes
beginning at a single point, effectively balancing decisions across criteria.*?
Though rarely used in conservation, they holistically address multiple vari-
ables in a single form, though assumptions about optimal outcomes and
criteria disarticulation limit their effectiveness, similar to other methods.

3 Limitations of common conservation decision models

While these models are helpful for visualising choices they often oversim-
plify. Their comfort lies in turning complexity into ordered steps, especially
reassuring for students or early-career conservators. But this clarity can
come at a cost: a selective focus on simpler quantifiable measures
removes elements from the decision space, making them invisible. In
multi-stakeholder contexts, this can mean ignoring critical perspectives,
mirroring systemic issues like colonial exclusions.

The sequence- and dynamic-based models described above reinforce an
illusion of neutrality and certainty, obscuring unconscious bias. Most con-
servators are not trained in decision-making psychology, so the commonly
used and referenced hegemonic models have a powerful influence on
practice. Typically, they emphasise linear steps (even when iterative)
framing care as something delivered by the conservator from a fixed
present toward a defined outcome. The need to narrowly frame the con-
cerns limits conservators to measurable technical decisions.*?

A systems-thinking approach offers an alternative. It supports inte-
grated thinking across material, ethical, social and contextual factors.
Rather than following fixed sequences or ranking variables, systems think-
ing recognises interconnections and dynamic relationships. It encourages
reflection on uncertainty, skill development and long-term impact, broad-
ening the reflexive scope of care to include engagement, values and
meaningful change. Letting go of control allows us to hold space for com-
plexity, and to prioritise what matters most, not just what is most easily
measured. Conservation often deals with emergent information and evol-
ving circumstances, yet traditional models tend to promote rigid hierar-
chies and reductionist outcomes. While useful, these tools can constrain
diverse thinking and be misapplied in complex contexts. We ask: can
we create models that embrace fluidity, dissent, uncertainty and intercon-
nectedness?

Systems thinking for conservation decision-making

Systems thinking encourages us to see conservation not as a set of isolated
tasks, but as part of an interconnected whole: ‘the whole is more than the
sum of its parts’.** Understanding a system requires examining how
elements interact, shape the whole and are shaped in return. In conserva-
tion, this shift in perspective can reveal the broader implications of our
actions, such as their impact on sustainability and adaptability. It moves
us from rigid systems that strive for stability (homeostasis) to ones that
evolve in response to change (allopoiesis). Systems thinking has been
applied across fields, from education to public health and governance
and offers conservation a way to avoid overly compartmentalised or
material-focussed approaches.*> Focussing only on what we know now
can create a false sense of certainty. Our knowledge is shaped not just
by the questions we ask, but also by those we fail to ask.*® Conservation
can become caught in recursive practices, narrowing our focus to the
present and the tangible. But as Paul Philippot reminds us, a work of art
is not its materials alone, it is a unity that evolves over time.*” Meaning
lies in relationships, not just components.
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1 Application of systems thinking in a conservation context

In response to this audit of currently available conservation decision-making
models and approaches we propose the addition of the insights generated
by systems theory. The sector has investigated systems-based approaches
but nonetheless our predominant models remain hegemonic.*® A system
can be an institution like a museum, a network of people like a professional
body or a project team. Each component in the system interacts with the
others, consequently, changes to one component can have implications
throughout the entire system. For example, imagine a historic building in
need of repair; if the building is not properly maintained, it will deteriorate
over time, which could lead to safety concerns, decreased property values
and even loss of the building's historic significance. In this case, the physical
structure of the building is just one component of a larger system that
includes economic and social factors, such as the availability of funding for
repairs, policy frameworks and the community’s attachment to the building.
To successfully conserve a heritage site, it is necessary to understand these
interconnections and to develop strategies that take them into account. This
may involve working with multiple stakeholders, including government
agencies, community groups and private individuals, to develop a compre-
hensive approach to heritage conservation that addresses the needs of all
involved.

In real-world problems where the ‘control’ of scientific conception is
removed, every project or system has flexible boundaries, is influenced
by its context, defined by its structure, function and role, and is expressed
through its relations with other systems. Projects do not have fixed start
and end points but rather offer multiple points of departure and opportu-
nities for cyclical revision. Systems theory provides a method for the
description of systems in which feedback-controlled regulation processes
occur.”? Systems thinking provides a lens for analysing conservation
decisions on both spatial and temporal scales, by identifying the com-
ponents of a conservation challenge, elucidating the relationships among
them, and assessing how changes to one element may influence the
system as a whole, and in turn, how the system may affect individual com-
ponents.

2 Systems creativity and multiple perspectives

Systems thinking inspires us to conceive of the inter-relatedness of the
elements of decisions. This universality connects aspects that are tangible
and intangible, and through physical as well as temporal dimensions. A
systems approach allows a coherent approach to our evolving and chan-
ging contexts, allowing conservation to be simply another change in the
pathway of a thing. Jamie MacKee states that ‘everything is a part of every-
thing else, not only spatially but also temporally for [cultural heritage] since
their creation there has been a continuum that ties these to each period in
time as much as the previous and the future’.>® This suggests that this heri-
tage is interconnected to each period and relevant to each period in equal
proportions. Conservation should then aim to maintain the coherence of
associated narratives and meanings. This soft system approach allows
the complex interaction between various activities and external factors
impacting on cultural heritage management to be examined as a single
entity. For example, the contributions made by human interaction, environ-
mental impact and the properties of the material heritage itself, on the
preservation or loss of a cultural object.”’

3 Creative modelling to support conservation decisions

To capture conservation as a contributor to an interconnected journey of
things, loosely inspired by systems thinking, we offer an alternative visual-
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isation for conservation decision-making. This model offers a more fluid
and connected way of describing our decision-making, which is neither
complete nor finished. It acknowledges relationships, response and conti-
nuity.

A systems-thinking model structured as a double helix offers a dynamic
framework for cultural heritage conservation by capturing the evolving
relationship between conservation interventions and contextual shifts,
allowing for adaptive, feedback-informed decision-making over time.
This model supports a more integrated and responsive conservation
process, aligning technical actions with cultural meaning and long-term
sustainability. Consider the conservation of a historic community theatre
facing both physical degradation and declining public engagement. In
the double helix model, one strand could track the material conservation
needs such as stabilising the structure, repairing plasterwork and upgrad-
ing lighting, while the other strand would follow the socio-cultural dimen-
sions, including the community’s attachment to the theatre, its evolving use
and local heritage narratives. As renovations progress, insights from com-
munity consultations might prompt design adjustments, thereby influen-
cing the material strand. In turn, these material interventions may
reinvigorate community interest, generating new cultural practices and
stewardship models, illustrating the dynamic, co-evolving nature of the
double helix in practice.

The double helix model could be applied to the conservation of the
Edward Colston Statue in Bristol in the UK, a site of intense public scrutiny
following its toppling during the 2020 Black Lives Matter protests. In the
double helix model, one strand could track the material conservation
needs, such as stabilising the paint, managing corrosion and documenting
distortions sustained during its fall, while the other strand would follow the
socio-cultural dimensions, including contested public memory, ethical con-
siderations around display and the broader reckoning with colonial lega-
cies. As conservation planning progressed, public consultations and
curatorial debates informed decisions about whether and how to conserve
the statue, influencing material approaches.> In turn, the physical treat-
ment and recontextualisation of the statue, now displayed horizontally in
a museum with interpretive materials, have catalysed new conversations
around history, representation and public space. This demonstrates the
double helix model’s capacity to reflect and guide the co-evolution of
material and cultural dimensions in complex heritage conservation.

By offering this visualisation we are not presenting a definitive model for
all decision-making, but it is intentional that we challenge the linear and
sequential nature of many of the common models. We suggest that for
more complex conservation processes and for expert practitioners this
may help their reflexive thinking on their own practice in a non-reductionist
way. We hope that more fluid models will allow others to see and interpret
connections in the system in which they are working and provide a concep-
tual framework to more practically incorporate opposing views, neglected
aspects, connections and disconnections. In attempting to represent the
management of complexity we hope to create greater opportunities for
inclusive practice and embracing dissenting opinions rather than failing
to capture the impact of each input upon the other.

Based on the double helix of DNA, our model presents past and future as
entwined and supportive features, with present condition at a random
point (Fig. 2). We seek to draw attention to the commonalities of past
and future. The double helix model embraces fluidity by allowing continu-
ous movement and feedback between the dimensions of conservation.
Evolution represents a purposeful thread that is built on both by mutation
and continuity. It accommodates dissent and uncertainty by positioning
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Fig. 2 A DNA helix-inspired model of the interconnectedness of factors in conservation
decision-making. When using this approach, the past and future are not lined up one on
either side of the present but are always present in all the nodes and can be treated as rel-
evant all the time.
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conflicting values and unpredictable outcomes as generative forces that
inform rather than obstruct decision-making. Through its intertwined struc-
ture, the model foregrounds interconnectedness, illustrating how material
conditions, cultural meanings and stakeholder perspectives are mutually
shaping over time. Integrating a soft systems structure, we draw on Check-
land’s framework recommending the following elements of the system: Cus-
tomers, Actors, Transformation process, World philosophy, Ownership and
the Environment (CATWOE).>® We argue the following elements can be
more broadly applied to conservation decision-making: values, uncertainty,
materiality, resources, skills and stakeholders. Weighting these aspects
across the past and future in terms of consequences, traditions, risk,
actions and options, offers a pathway for a more holistic assessment of com-
plexity. For example, the prioritisation of traditional craftsmanship in the res-
toration of a historic monument may differ markedly from the stakeholder-
driven negotiations required in the adaptive reuse of an industrial site, high-
lighting the need for context-sensitive application of these elements.

The model is intentionally constructed with space to allow other features
in decision-making to be placed within the DNA chain. Such decision cri-
teria may exist only in the past, may join past and future, or may only be
a future option. There is no intention to provide all the decision-making cri-
teria, instead the authors envisage that conservation decision-makers add
their own criteria.

Exclusionary practices in conservation decision-making

When conservation decisions exclude individuals from heritage, it may result
from ignorance, inaction or disregard for downstream consequences. To
improve decision-making, we must consider outcomes across broad social
and temporal dimensions. A key example is the prohibition of touching
documents, often linked to recommendations by conservators.* Consider
the case of archives in the justice campaign for victims of the Hillsborough
disaster of 1989 when 97 Liverpool FC fans were crushed to death in a
crowd surge at a football match in Sheffield, UK. The official time of death
for most of the victims was determined to be between 2:57pm and
3:15pm. This timeline was subject to a prolonged dispute between the auth-
orities and the bereaved families who argued that their loved ones could
have survived if they had received timely medical intervention. The Hillsbor-
ough Independent Panel, set up in 2009, used the archival records to
produce a report in 2012, which exposed the institutional failure and the
alteration of evidence.® A second inquest concluded that 96 of the
victims were unlawfully killed and that 28 of them had signs of life after
3:15pm. Consider the moment when family members accessed the actual
time of death records from the Hillsborough enquiry—they might crumple
the page or cry onto these archival fragments yet obviously denying
access to prevent paper ‘damage’ would represent a profound failure of
care.>® Prioritising material fragility over the political and ethical significance
of access ignores critical factors.”” True conservation considers preservation
with social responsibility; success depends on how practices are applied
within their broader context. The essential care in this scenario is social
and beyond any traditional technical definition of conservation. The conser-
vators will neither give nor take care of the archives, the care that is required
is that of the families and the conservator’s role is to relinquish control. Bal-
ancing concerns of authenticity, the management of ephemeral materials
and conflicting temporal priorities requires a more nuanced framework,
one that recognises the Hillsborough archive not only as a fragile assem-
blage but also as a living witness embedded in ongoing struggles for
justice, memory and care.
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Exclusion in conservation often stems from poor communication and
inaccessible language.®® Words and actions exist within real social and pol-
itical contexts, carrying meanings that vary between different groups.
Unfortunately, some in the heritage sector still perceive conservators as
poor team players, disconnected from their institutions’ broader mis-
sions.>® This perception may be reinforced by a cycle of exclusion—both
being excluded from, and withdrawing from, institutional decision-
making. Some conservators, feeling powerless within their organisations,
may compensate by asserting control over technical decisions at the con-
servation bench.®C In turn, overly technical language can create an illusion
of authority and expertise, which may feel reassuring when professional
status feels threatened.®’ The problem deepens when communication is
further clouded by semantic uncertainty—the use of imprecise or jargon-
heavy terminology.®® Consider the term ‘damage’. Officially, European
conservation standards define it as a ‘non-beneficial alteration’.®® Yet,
the term is also used to describe wear from use, vandalism or any material
change, carrying strong negative connotations such as harm, loss and
impairment. In contrast, ‘change’ can imply uncertainty but also progress,
adaptation and growth.®* If a conservator labels any use-related change as
damage, they have already framed the conversation negatively, potentially
leading to conflict rather than collaboration.

Physics dictates that all interactions create change, making use and trans-
formation inseparable from heritage conservation. An educator might view
wear as evidence of learning, engagement and growth.®> However, if a con-
servator’s response to use is solely that it leads to damage, then use itself
becomes a problem. Take the Hillsborough archive: no amount of data on
paper quality, ink composition or prior damage outweigh the primary
concern of bereaved families seeking truth. If conservators prioritise exhaus-
tive technical factors equally, they risk making the wrong choice. Narrow
framing risks alienating other stakeholders and reinforcing conservation'’s
exclusion from wider institutional and public discourse. Shifting communi-
cation toward broader, more inclusive language—one that recognises mul-
tiple perspectives—can help break this cycle, ensuring conservation remains
an enabling, rather than restrictive, practice. Thus, conservators may tend to
narrow their focus to the technical aspects they feel they can control whilst
seeking to deliver an illusory single and best outcome. This control of care
excludes intangible values and multiple perspectives, creates stagnation
and is ignorant of exclusionary practices.

Responsive conservation

Much of our description of practice follows logical measurable steps
from a definitive start to a best end. We argue that the sector should
reframe from the measurable now versus the experienced whole.
Donella Meadows invites us to dance with the system: ‘we can't
control systems or figure them out. But we can dance with them!'—
because we learn to ‘stay wide awake, pay close attention, participate
flat out, and respond to feedback’, to move in flow with the challenge.éb
Just as you first learn to dance by studying steps and foot positions, you
embody dance when you respond quickly to changes, understand the
whole and share goals with your dance partners. The success lies first
in the mastery of the elements but ultimately in the partnership and
shared embodiment of the spirit of the piece. Perhaps we can envisage
conservation making this form of progression?

If culture is lived, felt and intuitive, then experiencing it goes far
beyond measuring or categorising it. Culture isn't just data or abstract
theory—it's how people live, connect and create meaning. Caring for
culture, then, cannot be a fixed, linear act rooted solely in the present.
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Conservation must become a process of dancing with culture—respon-
sive, attuned and sensitive to its rhythms and shifts. Different dances
follow different beats and movements, but none are defined solely by
their steps. In the same way, our efforts to be exhaustive and compre-
hensive in conservation can unintentionally drown out the very rhythm
we're trying to protect. A rigid model may silence nuance; a flexible
one can amplify meaning. The model we propose leaves space—space
for practitioners to bring their own concerns, for values to shape
decisions, and for past, present and future to remain fluid and intercon-
nected. It aims to weave together practice and pragmatism with human
insight and philosophical reflection. By embracing this dance, we allow
conservation to move with culture, not merely preserve it. In doing so,
we honour cultural heritage not just for what it was, but for what it
means to people now, and into the future.

Conclusion
Conservators, like all humans, may have a weak insight into their decision-
making methods so the consequences of their decisions are substituted as
a metric for evaluation. The quality of outcome is not a guaranteed output
from the quality of the decision-making process, but the examination of out-
comes does provide opportunities for reflection. At times the consequences
of conservation practice are woefully underexamined. A treatment may be
examined on the bench and pronounced effective—a coating has stuck,
or a retouch is satisfying—Dbut this narrow examination of the deliverables
is not an examination of the outcomes. Like any other heritage professional,
the conservator may be ignorant of the social impact of their decisions. A
narrow framing of the task and outputs, especially a technical framing,
allows a reductionist assessment of conservation practice that fails to recog-
nise that any ‘care’ given to the heritage is only a good outcome if there is a
consequent care for the people for whom that heritage matters.
Understanding the past and working toward the future are both
active, evolving processes rooted in the present. In conservation, our
assessments of condition and discrepancy are always made in the
now, and shaped by present-day values, knowledge and biases. As
time passes, our interpretations of both past and future shift, continually
reframed by the present moment. While existing decision-making
models in conservation have value, we must do more to address
dynamic complexity and move beyond the illusion of a fixed past or a
predictable future. Systems thinking helps us embrace this complexity.
It invites us to consider relationships, patterns and change over time,
rather than isolating variables or pursuing linear solutions. As
Meadows warns, ‘pushing for control destroys diversity’.®” By decentring
objectivity, we open space to acknowledge subjectivity, lived experience
and context as valid and valuable elements of conservation decisions.
Instead of striving to measure and control every variable, we can prior-
itise what matters most honestly and fluidly. This shift allows us to
reflect on unseen influences and overlooked consequences, including
those from inaction. Systems thinking guides us to move from a struc-
tured cause-and-effect mindset toward a more holistic, relational narra-
tive, where care is not just measurable in the present, but meaningful
for people across time.
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Resumen
Este articulo examina criticamente los modelos visuales que repre-
sentan la toma de decisiones en materia de conservacion, abo-
gando por un cambio de los marcos lineales y excluyentes hacia
enfoques inclusivos, reflexivos y basados en sistemas. Los
modelos tradicionales, como los arboles de decisién, los diagramas
de flujo y las matrices, ofrecen estructura y claridad, especialmente
para los profesionales principiantes. Sin embargo, a menudo simpli-
fican excesivamente realidades complejas, dando prioridad a los
resultados cuantificables y a la seguridad técnica por encima de
las dimensiones subjetivas, emocionales y éticas. Estos modelos
corren el riesgo de restringir nuestras perspectivas sobre el
cuidado al marginar a las partes interesadas, reforzando las jerar-
quias y excluyendo las perspectivas diversas, especialmente en con-
textos patrimoniales sensibles o controvertidos.
Utilizamos estudios de casos y ejemplos, incluido el archivo de
desastre de Hillsborough, para debatir cémo el dar prioridad a la
preservacién material por encima del acceso y la responsabilidad
social puede generar fallos en el cuidado. En tales casos, el papel
del conservador debe pasar del control a la facilitacidn, recono-
ciendo que el verdadero cuidado puede estar en involucrar a
otros en el patrimonio.
Para abordar las limitaciones de la toma de decisiones sobre con-
servacion con los modelos visuales dominantes, el articulo
propone un enfoque de pensamiento sistémico que abarca la com-
plejidad, la interconexién y el cambio. El cuidado que ofrecen los
conservadores se replantea como una préctica dindmica y coevolu-
tiva, moldeada por las relaciones a lo largo del tiempo, el espacio y
las disciplinas. Se ofrece un modelo de doble hélice que, inte-
grando las dimensiones materiales y socioculturales del cuidado,
visualiza esta interaccién. Este modelo apoya la retroalimentacién
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para tomar decisiones informadas, alineando las acciones técnicas
con el significado cultural y la sostenibilidad a largo plazo.
Nuestro cuidado debe valorar las perspectivas plurales, aceptar la
incertidumbre y reposicionar la conservacién como una practica
habilitadora y colaborativa. Al volver a imaginar cémo se describen
las decisiones de cuidado, podemos reflejar mejor las realidades
vividas del patrimonio y las comunidades a las que sirve.

Resumo

Este artigo examina criticamente os modelos visuais que represen-
tam a tomada de decisdo em conservacdo, defendendo uma
mudancga das estruturas lineares, excludentes, em direcdo a abor-
dagens inclusivas, reflexivas e baseadas em sistemas. Modelos tra-
dicionais, como arvores de decisdo, fluxogramas e matrizes de
avaliagdo, oferecem estrutura e clareza, particularmente para pro-
fissionais iniciantes. Entretanto, frequentemente tais modelos sim-
plificam demais realidades complexas, priorizando resultados
mensuraveis e certezas técnicas em detrimento de dimensdes sub-
jetivas, emocionais e éticas. Esses modelos correm o risco de
restringir nossas perspectivas sobre o cuidado ao marginalizar
partes interessadas, reforcar hierarquias e excluir visdes diversas -
especialmente em contextos patrimoniais sensiveis ou contestados.
Utilizamos estudos de caso e exemplos, incluindo o arquivo do
desastre de Hillsborough, para discutir como a priorizagédo da pre-
servagdo material em detrimento do acesso e da responsabilidade
social pode resultar em falhas profundas no cuidado. Nesses casos,
o papel do conservador deve deslocar-se do controle para a facili-
tagdo, reconhecendo que o verdadeiro cuidado pode residir em
possibilitar o envolvimento de outros com o patrimdnio. Para
tratar das limitagdes dos modelos visuais dominantes para a
tomada de decisdo, o artigo propde uma abordagem baseada no
pensamento sistémico, que englobe a complexidade, a interco-
nexdo e a mudanga. O cuidado que conservadores oferecem é
reformulado como uma prética dindmica, em conjunto, modelada
por relacionamentos que atravessam tempo, espaco e disciplinas.
Um modelo dupla-hélice que visualiza essa interacdo é oferecido,
integrando dimensdes materiais e sécio-culturais de cuidado.
Esse modelo apoia uma tomada de decisdo adaptativa, informada
por feedbacks, que alinhe agdes técnicas com significado cultural e
sustentabilidade a longo prazo. Nosso cuidado deve valorizar per-
spectivas plurais, abarcar incerteza e reposicionar conservacao
como uma prética facilitadora e colaborativa. Ao reimaginar
como decisdes de cuidado sdo descritas, nés podemos refletir
melhor as realidades vividas do patriménio e das comunidades
que ele serve.
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