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Abstract
The National Trust owns over 350 properties of which 250 are historic 
houses containing over 1 million objects. Preventive conservation is 
prioritized as the most cost effective way of caring for them. Since 
2003, the Trust has used a Conservation Performance Indicator (CPI), 
alongside other performance measures such as income and visitor 
numbers, to assess whether condition is improving, declining or 
remaining static year on year. Since 2017 the CPI has been standardized 
to provide greater management insight into seven asset categories, of 
which one covers collections and historic interiors. This paper discusses 
how different types of preventive measures can be compared to infer 
their impact on condition; and whether reducing performance to 
numbers helps or hinders the professional profile of conservators. 

Keywords
Preventive conservation, conservation performance indicator, historic 
house museums.

Historic house collections and interiors are one of seven catego-
ries that the National Trust (NT) for England, Wales and North-
ern Ireland uses to describe whether, through annual compari-

son of previous scores, the condition of its assets has improved, stayed 
the same, or declined (fig. 1). The Conservation Performance Indicator 
(CPI) was developed in 2003 to enable the condition of these assets to 
be reported on numerically, alongside other key indicators such as vis-
itor numbers and financial performance. Originally it was considered 
that each property’s individuality meant they could not be compared 
[Lithgow et al., 2008]. However, the desire for improved management 
insight led to the CPI being revised in 2014 to enable national conclu-
sions to be drawn by standardising the measures. 

Conventional risk management calculations [e.g. Karsten et al., 
2012] do not allow the direct correlation of condition with risk. In addi-
tion, the Trust does not have comprehensive inventories and condition 
records of its cultural heritage assets. Consequently the CPI for cultural 
heritage uses progress on dealing with known remedial conservation 
priorities (condition measure 1) alongside effectiveness of managing 
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risks by house staff through preventive con-
servation (condition measure 2, fig. 2) to in-
dicate whether condition has changed or not, 
in a priority order reflecting NT conservation 
practise. Defining performance bands for each 
criterion, and weighting the results according 
to prioritisation of the severity of the risk, en-
ables inputs (such as housekeeping hours) and 
outputs (RH and light levels) to be compared 
with outcomes (e.g. numbers of objects man-
ifesting changes in physical state – damage 

– per year). Other conventional risk factors (e.g. fire, flood, theft) are 
managed through other asset categories (i.e. buildings). The state (com-
pleteness, date) of underpinning knowledge (inventory/catalogue, and 
conservation record) is used as a confidence factor to moderate reme-
dial and preventive measures. 

Results suggest that in 2017 historic house collections and interiors 
are in a worse state than other asset categories. Causes include increas-
ing hours of access and number of visitors without a corresponding 
investment in preventive measures to manage light, pollutants (par-
ticularly dust), and disassociation, whilst RH and IPM results give less 
concern. These measures, practised for over 25 years in some cases, are 
more rigorous than for other asset categories, which, perversely, means 
that conservators’ interpretation of these results is even more impor-
tant to demonstrate the value of their professional judgement over and 
above the spreadsheet. For the profession and their clients (property 
staff) it will be important to ensure that the pursuit of the number does 
not become divorced from the question, which is how best to ensure 
NT historic house interiors and collections can be enjoyed and passed 
on to future generations, in line with the organisation’s core purposes. 

Fig. 1 (above) 
All NT asset categories 
listed according to 2017 
results.

Fig. 2 (left)
The Preventive 
Conservation element of 
the Condition Measure in 
the National Trust’s (NT) 
Conservation Performance 
Indicator for Collections 
and Interiors.
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