 2 July 2001 - Barcelona

I will begin with two simple observations. Firstly, this is a time of great change in museums, worldwide. Secondly, managing change requires effective leadership. This paper will analyse the nature of change, especially in UK 

museums, then consider leadership issues arising out of this.

A good starting point for the current patterns of change is the Thatcher Government's attack on public spending in the 1980s. All publicly funded bodies looked to cut spending and seek 'value for money'. This led to the rooting out of inefficient and ineffective public services. Museums were already poorly funded, so this was a serious threat to the UK museum sector. Museums did not look good value under this kind of scrutiny, with a (sadly, deserved) reputation for attracting narrow audiences.

My own service, Tyne & Wear Museums was in some difficulties during the late 1980s. It was perceived as inward-looking, slow-moving and bureaucratic. It suffered from a familiar sense of automatic entitlement to public funding, regardless of performance. The service had a low public profile, too few visitors, a low political profile and little political support (in spite of local government being the major source of funding), a low media profile, a low business profile. Cuts came in, and there was low morale among a staff exhausted by successive restructurings which were devised to fend off attacks on funding. So, we had poor performance, low ambitions, a siege mentality and a sense of isolation. It would be no exaggeration to say that the service was on the verge of collapse.

What was missing from the museum service was a sense of purpose and a vision of what museums should be I could-be. Attitudes needed rapid and radical change. This was common then in UK museums and in other countries, and there are still services all over the UK in this position today. What's different at present is that, in contrast to a Conservative Government intent on cutting public expenditure and posing a serious threat to the health of the cultural sector, we now have a Labour Government which, broadly, is encouraging the development of cultural agendas. So, there are more grounds for optimism.

Nonetheless, the point is one which has been made by many others, and often: while museums undoubtedly do an immensely valuable job of rescuing and collecting items of cultural, environmental or historic importance, as they always have, they have often operated in a way which has been conservative and ponderous, to the point of inertia, shackled by a time-honoured 'professionalism' which has been characterised by amateurish management, academic rivalries and arcane practices.
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                 Leading the Modern Museum

I have personal knowledge of a sizeable UK museum service which, in the 1980s, was like a museum out of a Mervyn Peake novel. Its obsessive curators simply wanted to be left alone to pursue their own interests, and would .fly into a fury if anyone upset them. There were practices which had been followed unquestioningly since time immemorial. There was no corporate sense of purpose. Instead there were warring departments, riven by petty jealousies, rivalries and hostilities. Security staff were regarded as a sub-species, visitors as a nuisance who interfered with the pursuit of research. Poor quality displays and exhibitions had scholarly expositions which few could understand, and were frozen in time. The Director held the staff in contempt, and vice versa. All expenditure was controlled directly by the Director, and no financial information was made available to anyone else. There were no training budgets, no conservation staff, no documentation staff and no education staff, let alone marketing staff. The museum had no partnerships, no collaborations, and was totally isolated. There were no outside supporters except for a small and aged group of Friends who very much enjoyed the Director's cooking on social occasions. So, the service was hugely unpopular with its funding body, and remains so to this day.

Such museums were - and some still are - not places where you would find any surprises. On the contrary, they were unchanging and static, created in the image of the scholars who worked in them. As J D Salinger once wrote:

The best thing... in that museum was that everything always stayed right where it was. Nobody'd move. You could go there a hundred thousand times, and that Eskimo would still be just finished catching those two fish, the birds would still be on their way south, the deer would still be drinking out of that waterhole... The only thing that would be different would be you.
More succinctly, Bart Simpson described such museums as

"dusty old dumps."

Indeed, a Victorian time traveller would see little which was unfamiliar in 1980s museums. These museums had not always been old-fashioned, with limited popularity, but had become so, as time passed them by. Lack of investment combined with an inability to modernise their management and attitudes in the face of changes in society, stored up problems which came to a head in the 1980s, or 1990s. What may have been all the rage in the 1920s was not acceptable 60 or 70 years later.

Let us look at the kind of change which has, and is still being, brought about in the late 20th century / early 21 st century museum.

At the root of this are the demands made of museums by modern society​not just the one-dimensional insistence on cost-cutting which characterised the 1980s and much of the 1990s, but the need to see an improved service by museums, and for as many people as possible. Not just efficiency, but

effectiveness. And effectiveness as defined by social need, not by the museum itself. In face of this, museums have new horizons; there are new expectations of us; and new attitudes are needed.
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The change being undergone by museums is very radical. Decades of doing things one way have been succeeded by an era where many - though not all

- of our methods are having to change. Take collections. We still collect, but we collect less, and more carefully, than before. We document what we collect, rather than hang onto information in 'our heads. We store and conserve items more successfully, and we document the conservation. We dispose of items, not on bonfires or to antique dealers, but according to agreed professional guidelines, and publicly.

We have always seen ourselves as having an educational function, but now we pursue this actively, not passively. We no longer simply allow objects to "speak for themselves", with primitive interpretation of a specialised nature

and appeal. We work hard to present collections in varied ways, so as to maintain the level of surprise and excitement which is so important if we are to create a truly learning experience, for people of all ages, abilities and motivations. We employ expert educational staff, who work with visitors to bring collections and stories to life.

Such improvements are, if you like, refinements to what have long been acknowledged as our core functions (ref. UK or ICOM museum definitions). There is, however, a whole raft of other changes which together are redefining how we deliver museum services, and why, and for whom; and which comprise wholesale culture change for museums.

There are many manifestations of this. There is a growing commitment to marketing and market research - understanding our audiences. We place a high priority on fundraising, and on commercial activities. We have accepted, with some enthusiasm, that we must forge networks and partnerships in order to make a better impact. We know that we must advocate the value of museums to those who are sceptical. We have embraced the concept of community consultation and empowerment. We know that we must plan our future development in a strategic and businesslike way, and manage ourselves rigorously and consistently.

These changes, or improvements, are but indicators of a more fundamental development, which is that the modern museum has come to regard the visitor, or user, as the prime focus of activity, rather than the collections. We have come to accept, and celebrate, that museums can change people's lives. In partnership with others, we can:

Generate community identity and pride, cohesion and wholeness, and improve neighbourhood environments.

Work within neighbourhoods that are stigmatised, ghettoised or isolated away from the mainstream, to build confidence, introduce new opportunities, help tackle issues such as crime or harassment, generally improve the internal social fabric and the external image, and promote community empowerment.

Support the achievement of educational standards and attainment targets.
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Promote life-long learning and self-development across all ages and social backgrounds, broadening individuals' everyday experiences.

Promote equal opportunities.

Celebrate the cultural diversity of all communities and so promote involvement, understanding and tolerance, and help safeguard community identity and traditions.

Provide opportunities to encourage people, especially young people who may be isolated physically, mentally or economically, to learn essential work and life skills through social interaction and participation, such as self-confidence, team work, self-expression, discipline, concentration, self-respect. These skills will maximise the individual's opportunities for work, encourage positive family and community living, and promote self belief and community belief, personal growth and development.

Raise individuals' aspirations for learning, training and employment.

Collections are now regarded as a means to an end - the improvement of the human condition - rather than as an end in themselves (the rescue of our cultural heritage). In my own organisation, the museum staff, working collaboratively, across all disciplines, have created this Statement of Purpose and Beliefs:

Our Mission is:

To help people determine their place in the world, and understand their identities, so enhancing their self-respect for others.

We Believe that:

We make a positive difference to people's lives.

We inspire and challenge people to explore their world and open up new horizons.

We are a powerful educational and learning resource for all the community, regardless of age, need or background.

We act as an agent of social and economic regeneration.

We are fully accountable to the people of the North East.
We Pursue our Mission by:

Maximising access to our outstanding collections, through research, scholarship and lively interpretation.

Ensuring that our displays, exhibitions and programmes are wide​ranging, entertaining and effective.

Exposing our public to ideas, thus helping counter ignorance, discrimination and hostility.

Fostering creativity and community identity, recognising the diverse needs and aspirations of our public.

Keeping abreast of political, economic, social and technological change. Working in partnership with others.
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Our Vision for the Future of TWM is for:

Total inclusion

World class quality

Secure and adequate funding Sustainability

Universal recognition of value Industry leadership

. International appeal 

 Constant renewal.
Significantly, this Statement was recently published, not by TWM, but by the UK Government, in a Policy Guidance paper aimed at all publicly funded museums in England. Moreover, the same Statement is about to be quoted extensively in a major Report on the future of English museums, which has been commissioned by the UK Secretary of State for Culture, Media & Sport.

Inevitably, there are opponents of the approach signalled in this Statement. The following are quotes from David Lee, an art critic, with whom I had a published debate in the UK national newspaper, The Guardian, on 6 May 2000.

"I've rarely heard such a stupid notion as using museums and galleries as 'agents of social change".

A museum director is not a social engineer, it's not his job to worry about the social complexion of his audience, but to buy, research and care for the best possible exhibits.

Yes, we should write off those who are not interested. It is up to them to make an effort. I am resigned to the unpalatable realism that history and art and the love of beautiful things for their own sake will never interest the many.

Museums as agents of social change, "art that breaks down social barriers and integrates communities and generates respect and self​respect". Phew, art can achieve a lot but, sadly none of these things.

I do despair of the masses and mass appeal: as a society we are suffering a chronic and probably terminal addiction to spending, shopping and eating. Museum-going is not on the agenda for large numbers, and the integrity of museums should not be tampered with to grovel to an indifferent audience to satisfy crude notions of demographic engineering by misguided do-gooders".

Let's hear from one respondent to the aforementioned Policy:
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Guidance paper, Centres for Social Change: Museums, Galleries and Archives For All:

"The very title is a Politically Correct stupidity. These three organisations have nothing to do with social change; they exist (a) to collect precious objects/pictures/documents from the past, (b) to conserve and preserve them for future generations, (c) to enable scholars to study them and publish information and (d) to display and exhibit them for the benefit of such members of the public who are sufficiently civilised to be capable of appreciating history, art and scholarship. By definition this excludes lunatics, drunks, druggies, vandals and thieves, of whatever socio-economic group, age, skin colour or sexual perversion.

To encourage some of those people defined as socially excluded to visit museums would be as sensible as inviting bulls into china shops - and would probably have much the same result.

What you are suggesting here is that museums, galleries and archives should become drop-in centres for those members of . society who are so filthy and/or crazy that no-one else can bear to be near them.

Museums... should have nothing to do with social change... if anyone feels that he/she wants to change society, he/she should go off and be a parson or doctor or social worker, not a museum curator.

If the scum and dregs of society must now be dragged into the museums... then no decent person or family group will wish to rub shoulders with them. Perhaps this is what you and Chris Smith (ex​Secretary of State for Culture, Media and Sport) want? - to see the 56% of the AB classes disappear... so that the Ds and Es can run riot?"

And what about those Tyne & Wear Museums beliefs?

"Reach for the yuck-bucket. What do they think they are, anyway? There's no word about being a museum! Do they believe they are some weird religious cult, perhaps? - because that's the sort of language they are using. They seem totally to have forgotten the genuine purpose of a museum, and their Vision for the Future is so hysterically unreal as to be pathetic if it were not so foolish."

We must never underestimate the strength of opposition to change!
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When we link attitudes such as those expressed in the TWM Statement of Purpose and Beliefs to a commitment to teamwork, to staff training and development and learning, to the breaking of the cult of the individual, to the generation of ideas, to open communication, to risk-taking and to continuous change, we begin to perceive a transformafion of the traditional museum which is so profound that it can, indeed, be described as wholesale cultural change. In lieu of the traditional museum, with its conservatism and insularity, we have the modern museum, relevant, radical and extrovert. And, dare I say it, democratic. Effecting such a transformation requires leadership of a high order.

Leadership is the single most important issue in the modern museum because:

a)

. the conservative nature of museums, and of many who have worked in them and support them. I would refer you here to an article I have written in a forthcoming book, Museums & Social Inclusion, to be

published in early 2002 by Routledge, edited by Richard Sandell. The article is entitled 'Positioning the Museum for Social Inclusion' , and explores my theory of the Great Museum Conspiracy. It looks at:

. Who Has Run Museums

. What They Contain

. The Way They've Been Run 

. For Whom They've Been Run
b)

the radical nature of the change needed to respond to social, political, economic pressures, at the same time as taking control of the museum's own destiny

c)

the need for constant change and reinvention - handled badly this can be chaotic and destructive, rather than ordered and constructive.

The sheer diversity and complexity of the museum now demanded by society, where themes such as Access, Consultation, Education, Identity, Inclusion, Participation and Partnership are so crucial, and where commercialism and politics need to be coped with, offers up the most rigorous of challenges to museum leaders. Many millions of words have been written on leadership, and I do not intend to go over all this ground. What I will say is that leadership is a social process, involving creative interaction between leaders and followers. Leadership is more than just doing, it is about being - what you are, and what values you represent. True leadership always involves challenging the existing order, taken nothing as given, nothing as granted. Leadership and Change are like siamese twins, and when change is as fundamental as that going on in museums, the leadership challenges are, indeed, very great.

Before going further I should like to stress that leadership is not like a monotheistic religion: it is not the sole prerogative of the museum Director. The best Directors lead by example and work in teams, senior management teams, wherein trust and respect are key factors. The best museums are run by leadership teams, and are not dominated by individuals. All policy decisions at TWM, before being referred to our governing body for approval, are made corporately by a group of seven people, never by me alone.

7

Of all the many attributes required by leaders, according to all the text books, some are of especial importance in creating the modern museum. In these I would include Courage, Creativity and Loyalty. Over and above all, through, it is the bringing about and promotion of a Vision for a museum that truly sets apart the effective leader. Vision is the key-prerequisite of recognising the need for Change, and of identifying the directions in which to move.

My own vision for museums, as will be clear, is for them to be popular, relevant, accountable and accessible, fuelled by a belief in the museum as a democratic institution, valued by the whole of society. I have a passion for the museum as a social, cultural and educational powerhouse, forging a new contract with local communities. At TWM we have created a Culture of Change, to create new priorities, to match this vision. This enabled us to pursue the agenda already outlined.

A major factor in this was recognising the nature of the leadership role: on the

one hand, leading the museum organisation itself - curatorial and other staff, collections, budgets, sites, projects, protecting and enhancing our resources. On the other hand, managing the outside environment - politicians, business interests, funding bodies, the community at large; which requires highly

developed social and advocacy skills. It is true that the Director has to fulfil a figurehead function, to lead and to be seen to lead these processes, in an articulate and persuasive manner, but this should not be confused with the essence of museum leadership, which is corporate teamwork.

In addition to what I have said so far with regard to the challenges of leading change, I should like to finish by looking at some of the areas of greatest risk, real and perceived, in creating, sustaining and developing the modern museum.

Firstly, there is the risk, in aiming for broad audiences, of over-simplifying our messages, of failing to reveal the true significance of our collections; as our American colleagues put it so concisely, of 'dumbing down'. I have always believed in the 'multiple point of entry' theory of museums: ensure that there is something for everyone, of all ages and abilities, and ensure that everything you do is excellent. There is, contrary to what some critics say, no proper, single way to create museum displays. There are lots of ways. This is what makes museums so exciting. The modern museum leader must not be afraid of seeking out the broadest of audiences, because this offers no threat to the scholarship and rigorous academic standards which need to underpin all public displays and activities. As an appendix to this, it may be worth emphasising that to attract children to museums through child-friendly displays and activities, and to create an atmosphere which is friendly, welcoming and perhaps noisy, is not the end of the world for museums, as some critics suggest! On the contrary, it is the best insurance we can have against an impoverished museum future.

Secondly, there is the risk of commercial or entrepreneurial activities overwhelming the essential role of museums as guardians of our cultural heritage, as centres of scholarship and learning. Are there threats in raising money from commercial sources? Are there compromises which we must avoid simply in order to enhance our income? The answer to these questions is, probably, yes, but I do not believe that this is a particularly difficult area, as long as leadership is truly visionary, and strong. Only the weak will succumb to the temptations of trading integrity for money.
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More difficult is the third area of risk for the modern museum leader - that politicians, essentially in exchange for funding support, will attempt to control what we do. Some politicians will, many will not. In a career lasting 18 years in museums funded and governed by local politicians, I have never experienced more than one or two very minor instances of attempts by politicians to influence the museums' agenda, beyond the clear expression that they wish museums to be used by the many, not the few. I would say the same is true of national politicians, in my experience. I do not believe it to be at all unreasonable, still less threatening, that politicians want to see the museums they have agreed to fund full of visitors from all types of background. It is up to the museum leadership to ensure that this does not become an issue. I should be interested to hear of any international examples of political influence becoming a real problem, because I do admit that there are risks here. I simply would not wish to exaggerate them.

Fourthly, there is the perceived risk to scholarship which comes with modernising and popularising museums. It is true in my own experience that, if you are confronted by static, or even declining budgets, then in order to expand activity into new areas, such as marketing, so necessary to promote the appeal of museums to wide audiences, then you may have to cut back in more traditional areas of activity, such as research. My own view is that if you are strengthening the public appeal of your museum, the long term benefits of improved funding through more widespread support, more than outweighs a short-term issue of staff spending less time pursuing scholarly research, for example. Well-led museums can see through this trade-off successfully, ensuring that in the long term, scholarly standards are actually increased, through the simple device of having stronger public support for museums.

There are other risks in leading the modern museum, but I prefer to see these more as creative challenges. For example, partnerships always involve a loss of control. If you are paranoid about retaining total control of a project, do not undertake a partnership with another institution! However, partnerships bring new insights, new horizons, new successes for museums. Changing structures and breaking down the curse of departmentalism, and shifting around resources, may threaten some staff, and morale may be a short-term casualty. Again, the long term benefits outweigh this. Leaders must have the courage to see the museum through such difficulties.

We have other challenges on which I have barely touched: the challenge of collecting, especially contemporary collecting; the challenge of rapid technological development; of a worldwide shortage of public funding; of the growth of competition for leisure time - acute in the UK at the present time. I believe all these can be met as long as we are led by people with vision and courage, by people who understand that the 21st century is a very different place from that which gave rise to the traditional museum, by people who are not afraid to learn new skills and develop new attitudes, no matter how far they may be advanced in their careers. There are many challenges for modern museum leaders, but as a profession we can, I believe, be wholly optimistic for the future.

David Fleming

Director, Tyne & Wear Museums, Newcastle upon Tyne, UK.
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