The Death of the Curator ? Strategic Leadership and Management - a new Museum and Heritage profession. The changing the balance of power relations within the museum and heritage sectors to meet  the new dynamic of the 21st century.

This paper presents the view that the socio-economic role of museums and heritage sites in the 21st Century has created conditions for the development of a new profession - the museum or heritage manager. 

Strategic leadership and management are central to realising the multifocussed goals for museums in this new century. Yet too often there is a vacuum at the top of the organisation. Directors with appropriate, sector specific management and leadership skills are few in number. Centrifugal forces are at work. Curators, conservationists, archaeologists, educators and  other specialists such as those engaged in cultural communication or interpretation either stay within the confines of their department or work as external advisers and consultants. Alternatively, ill-equipped, these specialists struggle to do everything in a small museum or heritage site, become frustrated and leave. The harsh reality is that museum and heritage professionals are often fund-raisers and operations managers with little time left to become involved directly with the collection. Multi-disciplinary teams have replaced the lone scholar. Caring for the collection is not enough. The role of the curator as we knew it in the 20th century is dead.

Major positions in national museums and heritage organisations in the UK and elsewhere n Europe are filled by people coming from outside the sector. There is crisis of confidence in the leadership and management abilities of museum and heritage professionals. It is argued here that this situation is paradoxically both beneficial and damaging to the status, functioning and economic well being of museums in society. New comers bring a fresh perspective but a healthy profession should produce its own leaders as well. Yet there is a reluctance within the museum/ heritage profession and the individuals who make up the profession to recognise the impact of the changing societal and economic conditions on museums in terms of an active coherent management response rather than a reflective critique. Specialists are unwilling to embrace management theory and practice in their thinking as ‘museum/heritage people’. The ‘add on extra’ approach means that many of the top jobs at director level will continue to go to candidates without museum and heritage experience or, indeed, a sensitivity to the special attributes of  particular collections. 

The historic background to the current situation as described here and changing role of the curator over the past two decades are analysed. A case-study provides an evaluation of the backgrounds of recently appointed directors of major museums and heritage organisations across Europe. A new model designed to replace the scenario where the curator is ‘first among equals’ is discussed.  The issues relating to management and leadership within the museum and heritage sectors are addressed, including training and development.. 
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