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Consider the following scenario: Your telephone 
rings on a Friday at 5 p.m. It’s your longtime client,  
Mr. Smith, calling to report a claim. There’s been a 
cold snap and a pipe has burst in his home, causing 
water to cascade down his living room wall. While his 
home is important to him, his biggest concern is the 
framed 19th century portrait that fell from the wall, 
hitting an antique table—a family heirloom—before 
coming to rest on the floor. Mr. Smith is passionate 
about his collection and is looking for some direction.

At this point, you might be thinking that this scenario 
doesn’t apply to you; fine art, wine and collectibles  
insurance are niche markets, and you don’t insure 
“collectors.” However, you’d be wrong. Everyone is a 
collector. Perhaps you don’t have a client who has spent 
a lifetime assembling a collection of blue-chip Modern 
paintings, but you almost certainly have a few clients 
who have inherited jewelry; become wine enthusiasts; 
or simply purchased antiques to decorate their homes. 
All of these items are assets that can possess both finan-
cial value and emotional worth, and they need to be  
protected accordingly.

When disaster strikes, your clients look to you to help them 
navigate the recovery process. Affiliating with carriers that 
have an established network of qualified service providers 
in their proverbial back pockets will help make you an 
asset during your clients’ time of need and well into the 
future. Following is a glimpse behind the scenes during 
a claim involving prized possessions. Familiarizing your-
self with the analogous steps pertaining to the products 
you sell can elevate your role as adviser through a claim’s 
resolution and help you make proactive risk mitigation 
recommendations for future loss avoidance. 

Back to our scenario: Once you initiate the claim with 
the carrier, the resident art specialist springs into action.

Art handlers
To assist Mr. Smith, the first call is to an art handler. It 
doesn’t take much for any moving company to paint “Art 
Movers” on the side of a truck, so knowing a reliable art 
shipper that employs professional art handlers; maintains 
a climate-controlled warehouse; owns air-ride, climate-
controlled trucks; and performs employee background 

The power of a strong expert network

The fine art of a claim

Rand silveR 
Global head of art collection management, AIG Private Client Group

—Reprinted with permission from PIA Management Services Inc.—



professional insurance agents magazine22

checks, is vital. A full-service, art-handling firm can move art and antiques; 
store items safely for extended periods; and when the time comes, handle  
the installation. 

In an ideal situation, an art-handling firm already has some familiarity with 
your client’s home and its contents. Most art losses are partial losses due to 
accidental damage and improper installation, so it is good practice to have an 
art handler perform an annual wellness check on a collection. Furthermore, 
asking an art-handling firm to help design a collection-specific emergency 
plan will ensure that your clients act efficiently in the aftermath of a fire, food 
or other potential emergency. 

In Mr. Smith’s claim scenario, the chosen art handler should respond as soon 
as possible to remove the painting and table from harm’s way. Any broken 
pieces need to be carefully gathered up, and the damaged items removed 
to a controlled environment—either the firm’s warehouse or a conservator’s 
studio—where they can be properly assessed.

Conservators
A conservator is a professional who is trained in the science and technique of 
restoring and preserving material culture. Importantly, conservators adhere to 
professional guidelines that dictate best practices, including an effort to avoid 
performing any work that cannot be reversed in the future. 

Typically, each conservator focuses on a specific medium, such as paintings, 
works on paper, furniture or decorative arts. To help Mr. Smith, the carrier 
may have to consult different experts for the painting and the table. 

Each conservator should be asked to prepare a treatment proposal that describes 
the current condition of the damaged item, any pre-existing condition issues, 
the actions that will be a taken to stabilize and repair the damage, and an indi-
cation of the cost and timeframe for completion. Once the treatment proposal 
is completed, it will have to be reviewed and signed by Mr. Smith. The insur-
ance carrier also should review it before the work can commence. 

The chosen furniture conservator has noted that the top of Mr. Smith’s antique 
table sustained a divot due to the impact of the painting. Even worse, there 
are some deep surface stains resulting from the water leak. In her treatment 
proposal, the paintings conservator noted a small paint chip to the paint-
ing’s surface that will need to be in-painted, and a loss to the gilding on the  
painting’s frame.

Conservators also can perform a number of helpful tasks for your clients 
outside of a claim situation. They can review the stability of items in a collec-
tion; comment on suitability of works for travel; and document condition. 
However, a conservator will not comment on current value or loss of value due 
to damage. Valuation requires an entirely different set of skills, so avoid any 
conservator who comments on value.

Appraisers
Determining value is the responsibility of an appraiser, so it almost goes 
without saying that an appraiser plays an essential role in most collections 
claims. In this case, the chosen appraiser, or appraisers, would be engaged 

to view Mr. Smith’s damaged items 
before the conservation process 
starts. Once the treatment is 
complete, the appraiser(s) will view 
the repaired items again, and ulti-
mately, opine in writing on whether 
there has been any loss in value due 
to the damage. Using this informa-
tion, the insurance carrier’s adjuster 
can determine what is due under Mr. 
Smith’s policy. 

Although the example of Mr. Smith’s 
claim is straightforward, an appraiser 
can sometimes play a greater role in 
the claim process. Unfortunately, 
some claims may involve contentious 
issues of subrogation or disagree-
ments about loss of value. For these 
situations, appraisers may be needed 
as expert witnesses. In a disagree-
ment, the appraiser might be hired 
by any of the parties involved in the 
dispute, including attorneys, collec-
tors, vendors, insurers or brokers. 

Forging a direct relationship with 
trusted appraisers makes good busi-
ness sense if your clients are collec-
tors, even beyond the claim. Because 
appraisals are the basis on which 
insurance values are set, outdated 
appraisals could limit your clients’ 
ability to be compensated fully 
through their insurance policies. In 
your role as adviser, you can bring in 
appraisers before a claim ever occurs 
to make sure your clients are insured 
to value. Additionally, a good local 
appraiser has on-the-ground knowl-
edge of who is doing the buying 
and selling in your area. With the 
art market changing constantly, 
the knowledgeable appraiser is in 
a unique position to share his or 
her experience with brokers. Many 
appraisers are more than happy to 
give presentations or informal talks 
to discuss their expertise and the 
state of the market. 
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Other experts
There are a number of other vendors 
that may be involved in the collec-
tions claim process depending on 
the scenario. Some collectors employ 
art advisers, who, in return for 
providing services such as advising on 
purchases; negotiating with galleries; 
bidding at auction; or making intro-
ductions to experts, either take a 
percentage of the sale price or charge 
a fixed fee. Typically, an art advisor’s 
role does not extend beyond that 
of curator and sometimes registrar, 
so the risk management and loss 
prevention of the collection may 
not be in his or her purview. This is 
where your services can add value to  
the relationship.

Some sophisticated collectors also 
may employ experienced art counsel 
to review sale documents, consign-
ment agreements and museum loan 
agreements. In theory, appraisers, 
art handlers and conservators are 
supposed to be neutral, but art 
lawyers are in the unique position of 
fighting at their clients’ bidding. 

For any collector, maintaining thor-
ough inventory records reduces 
the likelihood of loss and helps to 
expedite the claims process. For this 
reason, it is a good idea to get to 
know at least one database manage-
ment company and encourage clients 
to document their collection prop-
erly. Where appropriate, clients can 
upgrade their record keeping to a 
digital database that will allow for 
image uploads and the production of 
a variety of reports. 

Wrapping it up
In the end, the conservator did 
a terrific job with Mr. Smith’s 
painting, and the damage cannot be 
seen upon visual inspection. Sadly, in 
her treatment proposal, the conser-

vator noted that the painting had been in pristine condition before the water 
leak, and the small area of in-painting will always show up under a black light. 
As such, the appraiser has determined there will be a 10 percent loss in value. 

The water-damaged table fared worse. Unfortunately, it had to be refinished. 
Even though it looks great, the loss of the original patina has resulted in a  
30 percent diminution from its pre-damage value.

Assuming Mr. Smith has a fine art insurance policy, the adjuster will pay 
the conservation invoices; write a check to cover the diminution; and cover 
the costs to have the painting and table re-installed. However, after the art 
handler adeptly rehung the painting on the wall in Mr. Smith’s house—double 
hanging it using two wires and two hooks to ensure it doesn’t fall again—you 
wisely suggest checking the stability of the hanging hardware on the rest of the 
paintings in the house to minimize the chance of a future loss. The insurance 
carrier agrees to cover this worthy loss-prevention effort as part of the claim, 
and your proactive efforts are appreciated by Mr. Smith.

Mr. Smith’s claim scenario may sound dramatic, but it is surprisingly typical—
and your confidence in understanding the process is crucial. The subjects 
of art and collecting may sound intimidating on face value, but having the 
right experts in your tool belt will help you shine. Furthermore, each vendor 
described above can act as a lead source, as you all target the same clientele. 
Silver is global head of art collection management for AIG 
Private Client Group, a division of the member companies 
of American International Group, Inc. (AIG).

Six tips for selecting an art appraiser
1. An appraiser should be a specialist in the type of item being evaluated. 

Review qualifications to gauge experience.

2.  The appraiser should not have a vested interest in the items being 
appraised. An appraiser involved in the purchase or sale of the items 
being evaluated, for instance, may present a conflict of interest.

3.  For an appraisal relating to loss in value, the expert should have direct 
experience dealing with insurance claims.

4. Appraisal fees should be quoted prior to the start of the project, 
preferably with a written agreement. Fees should be determined on a 
per-item basis or an hourly rate. Avoid anyone basing fees on a per-
centage of the appraised values.

5.  The appraisal should be completed by a professional who prepares 
them on a regular basis. Ideally, the appraiser will have been certified 
by a recognized professional organization, such as The Appraisers 
Association of America, the American Society of Appraisers, or the 
International Society of Appraisers.

6. The firm’s appraisals should comply with the Uniform Standards of 
Professional Appraisal Practice. For more information visit uspap.org.
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