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When things go wrong: Sharing experiences for collective learning

All forms of human endeavour are subject to hazards. Whether we fly a plane, try to heal a patient or conserve an object, human interventions naturally carry the risk that things will not go as planned. In the conservation profession the cost of mistakes comes in the form of potentially irreparable damage to our material heritage. However this is seldom openly discussed. The information conservators are prepared to share about their interventive treatments is overwhelmingly of a positive nature. Achievements and advancements are well documented whilst the ‘bad news’ – our accidents, mishaps and errors – constitute uncharted territory.

The reason for this is that the profession clings to the notion of professional infallibility; hence accidents and errors inherently signify ‘incompetence’, ‘carelessness’ and ‘recklessness’, making it impossible to talk about them without inviting derogatory judgement. Yet such cultures of blame and avoidance hamper important opportunities for collective learning and take no account of the inevitability of human error. 

This is not an insurmountable problem. Other industries have successfully addressed precisely the same issues and taboos. Indeed learning from ‘adverse events’, as they are often termed, is an established practice in many hands-on and high-risk professions. Such professions have found ways to create an atmosphere in which it is possible to systematically elicit, analyse and share information on adverse events, and use the knowledge gained to inform practitioners of potential risks and design procedures that minimise the effects of human fallibility. Perhaps the conservation profession could now follow this lead.

