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Managing Change in a Regional Museum

Imagine everyone reports to the director  –  there is no line management system in place and you try and delegate tasks and responsibilities….

Imagine you have a ticketing system that is so old that nobody knows when it was implemented  –  your staff who sell tickets have never worked with a computer before and you introduce a new computer ticketing system….

Imagine your museum is shut on a Sunday afternoon and the opening hours correspond to the working hours of civil servants….

Imagine your museum is very research led and you want to change it to a more open and visitor friendly institution….

These were only some of the areas where we implemented new strategies. My talk will focus on micro-change management and some of the initiatives we started to slowly change the institutional culture towards a museum that is more open to visitor needs.

Short history

The Landesmuseum Kärnten was founded in 1844 when the two societies, the Carinthian Historic Society and the Natural History Society, were established. They both collected objects and specimens relating to the rich cultural history of Carinthia and published a yearbook with new research findings, which is one of the oldest regular German publications. In 1884, a purpose-built museum was built in the centre of Klagenfurt to house the, by then, vast collection reflecting Carinthia’s cultural heritage. 

The museum was partly destroyed during WW II and could only be rebuilt with the financial help of the provincial government. The collection was newly displayed, and it was also then that the museum’s administration was taken over and all staff  and running costs were paid for by the government. In 1974, the two societies signed a contract with the government and handed over the museum including the collection.

Organisation today

The Landesmuseum is a multipurpose regional museum and has about 60 full-time staff (more then 120 during the summer season) with a budget of € 4,2 mill. Together with the main building in Klagenfurt it consists of the Archäologischen Park Magdalensberg (one of Austria’s major archaeological sites), the Römermuseum Teurnia, the Botanical Garden, the Volkskundeinstitut Maria Saal (folk history centre) and the Wappensaal (regional government chambers as a heritage site). 

The Landesmuseum was privatised in 1999 but still receives core funding from the government of Carinthia. Only about 4% of the total income is self generated. A museums law defines the outline of the institution and names the research departments which are: Archaeology, Geology and Mineralogy, Folk Art, Art History, History, Zoology and Botany. There is also a large Museum Library, which also acts as a provincial library, an education department, a restoration workshop and the Zentrale Geschäftsstelle (central administration department). The Landesmuseum receives around 80,000 visitors annually in total.

The objectives of the privatisation were 

· To allow faster and more flexible decision-making processes 

· To enable flexible personnel management

· To bring in private sponsorship and increase income 

· To facilitate cooperation with institutions with similar management tasks in Austria and abroad

· To streamline administration processes

· To improve resource management

· In the Mid-term, to lower costs for the government

When I joined the Landesmuseum….

· Slow moving institution still attached to provincial government administration

· Strong political influence

· Poor communication

· Blaming culture

· Poor programming

· Restricted open hours

· ICT equipment not up to date

· Structural change not high on the agenda 

· A staff structure with no line management

· No forward plans, no mission statement, no goals and objectives

· Financial and personnel resource problems (73% of the budget are staff costs)

· Work load not equally shared and delegated amongst staff

· Displays and interpretation old fashioned

· Little room for special exhibitions

· Long term planning hardly possible because of funding insecurities (the budget for the next year is known only a few months before)

· House infrastructure in desperate repair (required improvements: new entrance, new heating system, climatised storage space etc.)

My role as museums manager

One of the main points of the museums law was the creation of the central administration department headed by a museums manager. My responsibilities as museums manager are very broad and range from administration, marketing and visitor services right through to exhibition management, building management and procurement. 

As you can see from the responsibilities outlined – there is hardly anything which is not the responsibility of my department and this is one of the big problems the museums manager faces. The work load is enormous and it is difficult to plan strategically as one is almost only reactive to things which appear. Also the organisational structure is such that it can’t be majorly changed without an overhaul of the whole organisation. 

Change management on a micro level

Change management means to plan, initiate, realize, control and finally stabilize change processes. The more effectively an organisation deals with change and the quicker it can adapt to new conditions the more likely the institution is to thrive. Still it is always then when new procedures or policies are introduced, and this is not well communicated with staff, that a certain degree of anxiety and often resentment is created, especially from long-term employees.

Change management is all about people management, its about trying to foster commitment and motivation. Because of the specific staff structure at the Landesmuseum we expected strong resistance as soon as we started to talk about change. Almost half of our staff are civil servants, the other half are, fulltime or seasonal, employed by the museum. It is almost impossible to terminate civil servants contracts and in Austria the museums sector is not very flexible in terms of job openings.

People will express resistance to change differently but it was not surprising to see that the majority of staff unhappy about change were the civil servants. This of course makes it harder for people trying to move the institution forward. We have tried to engage staff in certain decisions and tried to maintain an honest and open communication process. Many times we heard that there was no reason to change – why bother with visitors?  

Phases of Change

The literature discusses seven phases of change which can be analysed very clearly:

1. Shock & Surprise (this situation make people realise that their own patterns of doing things are not suitable any more – their perceived own competence decreases)

2. Denial & Refusal (people activate values as support for their conviction that change is not necessary – hence their perceived competence increases again)

3. Rational Understanding (people realise the need for change – still there is no willingness to change their own patterns)

4. Emotional Acceptance (this phase is also called crisis phase – only if management succeeds to create a willingness for changing values, beliefs and behaviours the organisation will be able to exploit their real potentials – in the worst case the change process will be stopped or slowed down)

5. Exercising & Learning (the new acceptance for change creates a willingness for learning – here must the change manager create some early wins which will lead to an increase in peoples perceived competence).

6.  Realisation (People gather more information by learning and exercising – their perceived competency has reached a higher level).

7. Integration (People totally integrate their newly acquired patterns of thinking and acting - the new behaviours become routine).

Situation analysis

Since Carinthia, unlike other provinces, did not have a University until the early seventies the museum had, and still has, a strong research responsibility. All heads of department regularly publish research papers in different journals and three of them teach at the University – this underlines the research focus. Thus the Landesmuseum still is very much research led and had until a few years ago hardly any visitor focus. To be clear I am not arguing for less research – in fact in the case of the Landesmuseum it is an absolute asset to have such a brilliant research pool – but I argue for more resources to go into interpretation and education. As a consequence we organised various programmes that reflected visitor needs.

Some members of staff do not understand the necessity of audience development or audience research and are still not aware that the Landesmuseum as it was a couple of years ago was said to be an old fashioned and dusty museum with hardly any contact with many of its stakeholders. This was one of the findings of a recently produced Master Plan (by outside contractors).

New Line Management

The director was the line-manager of all employees. We introduced a line management system which gave head of departments and team leaders staff responsibilities. This made work flow and performance evaluation much more efficient and effective. We also increased the budget for staff training and signed a new contract with a government training agency. Since there is no standard appraisal system in place, professional development goals are discussed on a more informal level (we are looking into this now and want to change it).

The change of opening hours and working hours respectively

Previously the main museum in Klagenfurt was open from Tuesday to Saturday from 9 to 4pm and on Sunday from 9 to 1pm. So you can imagine that this was not very popular with visitors. The operational staff consisted of 2 custodians (one on each floor) and 3 Portiere who also manned the ticket office and gave guided tours when necessary. They worked their normal hours from Monday to Thursday from 7:30 to 4pm and on Friday from 7:30 to 1pm. Work on Friday afternoon, Saturday and Sunday (open only half day) was done on an overtime basis with time in lieu. They arranged their working shifts between themselves. As the custodians also came into work on Monday when the museum was closed we needed to change working hours urgently! The extension of opening hours meant that we also had to define work shifts and employ in addition students on an hourly basis. We have been working on a new staff contract with the Union for over a year and will introduce shift work for operational staff and flexi time for the others in January 2006.

New IT infrastructure

It took us almost a year to develop and implement a new computer ticketing system – we had to make sure that the staff bought into that. None of the box office staff had previously worked with computers. Resistance was strong and staff complained more than once that the new system has made ticket sales more complicated and slower. Only when we talked about the underlying importance over and over again and after weeks of training they accepted the new system. Some key people were easily encouraged as they have also an active internet connection.

Visitor services

After the retirement of one of the main Portiere we appointed a visitor services manager and formed a visitor services team. To assist the visitor services manager we allocated a member of staff to man the newly created info point and shifted resources away from our cleaning team. Again communication was key – problematic was that the visitor services manager was female and to begin with that didn’t go well with our male dominated operational staff. However the new department quickly took shape and our events quadrupled in 2 years time. Also staff have formed a team which grew with the success. 

Programming and Audience Development

The Landesmuseum, although having an interesting special exhibition programme, did not have educational programmes developed to accompany the exhibitions. This has radically changed in the last few years. The special programmes were almost the sole reason why the museum has had large increases in visitor numbers. Interesting though is the fact that we have doubled visitor numbers in the main museum in Klagenfurt. The diagram below compares visitor figures between 2001 and 2004 (excluding visitor numbers for the Botanical Garden). 
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Conclusion

The change of the Landesmuseum towards a modern museum responsible and reflective to most of its stakeholders needs a radical approach which sometimes seems impossible. However some of the projects have already been successfully implemented, whilst others await to be finalised. Change management on a micro level does work. This coincides with a statement by Morris Davies, Deputy Director of the Museums Association, UK when he did his evaluation on the state of museums in spring this year. He wrote in the Museums Journal that successful museums ‘are thriving because individual staff members have taken responsibility for improving the service their museum offers’.  

I personally think that change management is all about communication, people’s skills, commitment and motivation. I argue that museums management is an ongoing process, it means constant change, but this is surely not only specific to the museum sector. An Austrian museums thinker expressed it as: an active museum does not know a Stillstand. Thus we as museums professionals have to meet the needs of the public and if we want to improve our services we have to maintain a constructive and visionary management style that allows ongoing change at the highest strategic level.

Thanks very much for your attention!

MPhil. Christian Waltl MA
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