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I want to pose the question, are there new factors and pressures at play in the early years of the 21st century which are shifting the role of museums into new territory? I would argue that essentially there is little that is totally new in museums activity beyond a massive change in our attitude towards audiences, which might best be described as one of total inclusion, that is of all the public, not just a narrow sector. It is this change in attitude that has given rise to a new approach to our work, most especially in collecting, exhibiting, promotion, advocacy and partnership, learning and helping effect social change. And it is the cause of the new ways that museums need to structure and develop their staff.

In simple terms, in Britain, as in other parts of the world, museums began to show a greater interest in, and respect for audiences and their needs, because of two parallel and unconnected forces.

Firstly, there is the ongoing democratisation of our profession. Museums are becoming institutions which are not entirely dominated by a socio-economic elite, primarily male in character. The opening up of higher education opportunities to people formerly denied them means that the museum profession is becoming more diverse, more community-orientated, and more aware of our social responsibilities. This is not welcomed by some, who see in this development the end of the museum as we know it, but it is a new lifeblood for museums and for the relevance of museums, It is the single most important factor in museums being able to grow and broaden audiences even in an age when the competition for people’s time and attention is immeasurably fiercer than it has ever been.

The second force underlying museums’ new focus on audiences is simple self-preservation. Many museums are publicly funded and therefore traditionally are not reliant on attracting audiences for survival. This began to change in Britain in the 1980s when questions were asked by politicians about value for money. “Show us why we should maintain your funding,” demanded politicians, and for more than a generation museums have, some more quickly than others, realised that there is no escape from this demand. Because of this our museums are now better managed than they have ever been. This has not, contrary to some assertions, led to a decline in scholarship in favour of a healthy balance sheet, or to a sacrifice of quality at the altar of business sponsorship.

Let us look in turn at these six areas I have identified as illustrating these new approaches, which we might judge as amounting to a changed role for museums.

Collecting

There has probably been little essential change in most museum disciplines, though in one there has been a revolution. The growth of the discipline of social history in museums almost exactly mirrors the democratisation of the profession I have mentioned.

In the field of human history museums for long collected the extraordinary as evidence of the past. There was in this a kind of perverted democracy because, of course, many collections, perhaps most, if not all, were assembled by an elite which wished to improve the rest of society.

Since the advent of social history in our field, museums have put much more effort into collecting the ordinary and everyday, in recognition of the fact that it is this material which best represents the lives of the majority of the population. This has an academic underpinning, as well as bringing the additional benefit of enabling museums to show their relevance to people who previously were underrepresented, and perhaps therefore uninterested in museum displays. Moreover, social history curators have forged further links with audiences through their movement into contemporary collecting, neglected by historians in museums for so long that the 20th century was at some risk of almost being bypassed altogether by history museums.

Exhibiting

There have been a number of changes here, many of them the subject of criticism from conservative voices. Much of this criticism seems to stem from the use of technology in order to breathe more life into certain subjects. Exhibition design and presentation techniques excite revulsion, especially where interactivity, or sound and lighting effects, or film, are employed, presumably because all these interpretive techniques are believed to detract from the serious issues represented by objects. 

Actually, it is hard to cite specific examples of exhibitions which have, apparently, “dumbed down” in order to have a wide appeal, though the appearance of certain ‘blockbuster’ exhibitions like Lord of the Rings at London’s Science Museum have attracted criticism in this respect. The Disneyfication so reviled by conservatives often seems to amount to no more than museums striving to present visitors with information, whether about specific objects or about large themes, though especially when a relatively low reading age is assumed. It is ironic, in light of the relatively enlightened attitude of many of our early 19th century museums that modern museums which strive to entertain at the same time as inform – to provide something of an ‘experience’ – always excite condemnation from some quarters.

 A somewhat more sinister turn is taken when we hear of complaints that exhibitions which celebrate, for example, ethnic diversity, or which tackle controversial subjects such as asylum seeking or slavery, or AIDS, have been created through a desire to be politically correct. Of course, such subjects would never be found in a museum which relied for all of its communicative power upon objects in its collection. And yet, making exhibitions which are wide-ranging in content, and relevant to contemporary society, is a key to building the broader audiences the modern museum needs, and ought to be serving, in all their diversity.

Ultimately, objects rarely “speak for themselves”. They can be the spark that lights the blue touch paper of wonder, awe, emotion or a host of other reactions, intellectual or visceral, but please, let’s have the rest of the story too! And if parts of the story cannot be told using objects, well fine, let’s find other ways of doing it!

Promotion

There didn’t used to be any museum marketing departments. When I went in 1990 to work at Tyne and Wear Museums, the biggest of the English local authority museum services, there were no marketing staff. Exhibition posters and other publicity material were cobbled together by designers and curators, while press matters were handled by non-museum staff employed by Newcastle City Council. This lack of professionalism, even when there were the resources to do the job properly, was typical of the low priority given to museum audiences. No wonder the traditional museum appealed only to a minority of the population when it was such a well-kept secret!

Before going to Tyne and Wear I had worked in local authority museums in Hull and Leeds, and if anything the marketing was even more primitive. Nor, of course, did any of these museums know anything about their audiences, who used the museums and who didn’t, and why. The modus operandi of these museums was to keep creating temporary exhibitions and the occasional permanent display, almost through force of habit, rather than because the were trying to identify and match audience needs or interest. As museums have been pressured more and more to justify their funding, they have had no choice but to find out more about their audiences, to try to understand motivation for visiting, and lack of motivation for not visiting, and to establish sustainable contact. So our larger museums now invest in audience research so as to inform decisions about how to market and promote their events, activities and exhibitions.

One of the most important things I have learned about building new audiences is the power of the local media. These media are on our doorstep, they are hungry for editorial content, and they are read, listened to or watched by all the people we want to attract to our museums. Forging an effective relationship with these media is just as central to the fortunes of any museum that wishes to develop its audiences as its exhibition and events programme. A recognition of this role of the popular media is a core requirement of the modern museum.

Advocacy and Partnership

I use these broad terms to embrace the network of relationships the modern museum needs in order to maximise its effectiveness. It is no longer an option to remain isolated and aloof, understood by few, writing our own rules to regulate our behaviour. Museums are social constructs, and powerful ones at that, and they need to assume their place in the mainstream of contemporary life, not sit eccentrically on the margins. This means networking with, and advocating our value to, other sectors of society. Some of these are traditional allies of museums, such as the higher education sector. Others have been more remote, such as the political, business and community sectors. 

Museums are now quite sophisticated in their political lobbying. A good example is the British National Museums Directors Conference – NMDC – which recently produced a series of reports for both Government and the national press, singing their own praises and accomplishments. Gone are the days when we all wait for Government to produce such reports. So effective was NMDC’s lobbying that the big local authority museums in Britain created their own lobbying network – the Group for Large Local Authority Museums, or GLLAM – whose first report, ‘Museums and Social Inclusion’ has had a significant impact on Government thinking. Since GLLAM was created in 1998 we have seen the foundation of a number of similarly constituted groupings in Britain.

Individual museums are active in a variety of ways in this field. Many now have business clubs, vehicles to involve and inform the business community about the value of museums in making places better to work and live in. Some spend time courting politicians and other decision makers who can have a profound influence on a museum’s ability to be effective.

In terms of partnership, this is also essential to the modern museum. In a survey of work being done by the GLLAM museums in 2000, there were partnerships with scores of agencies, including social services, youth services, health services, community services, disability agencies, libraries, black and Asian interest associations, environmental agencies, enterprise boards, probation services, special schools and a host of others. Often, such partnerships involve active consultation by museums with interest groups which can advise the museum in areas where it may well be short in expertise. Thus museums can descend from their Olympian intellectual heights where objects speak for themselves, and engage with people who have different kinds of knowledge, insight and wisdom, to the benefit of all.

Learning

Museums have always dealt in learning. This is clear from any number of stories about the motivations of those who founded so many museums in the 19th century. It’s just that there has been a massive shift from passive learning to active learning as museums have, albeit belatedly, given more authority and responsibility to education professionals, and as we have moved from instruction to involvement. 

Museums have recognised that we cannot rely on traditional exhibition techniques to reach out and impact upon broad audiences. We need to rethink our methods completely so that the expertise of our curators is unlocked, and so that we can move out of our traditional, object-centred comfort zones. We need to find new connections, new languages, new techniques and, most of all, new attitudes if we are to broaden our relevance and our scope, placing education and learning at the very centre of what we do.
If, like me, you believe that museums are solely about learning, then you accept that research, collecting, documentation, conservation, marketing, strategic planning, project management, fundraising, design, exhibitions, publications and all other forms of communication, are all in support of learning, and are part of the learning function. 

And so, because museums are all about learning, rather than objects, we write missions which are based on learning; we create staffing structures which put learning in the front line, integrated with all other functions; we encourage a culture of learning by promoting teamwork and overcoming the traditional elevation of the curator to a position superior to that of other staff; we take positive action to include people traditionally excluded from museums by dealing with issues of relevance to them; we acknowledge that people have different needs and different ways of learning, and ensure that we provide rich and varied programmes of activity; we research our audiences, existing and potential, and devise learning programmes to suit them – we listen to our public, and we evaluate everything we do; we provide access – physical and intellectual, through programme and promotion, through message and medium.

Social Change

Many years ago, in fact in 1993, I gave a paper entitled ‘The Museum as an Agent of Social Change’. My main point was a simple one: that by working with people, over a long period, who traditionally did not visit museums, then we could play a role in changing their lives. I am even more convinced of this today. Museums which commit themselves to serving broad audiences, in all the ways I have touched upon, but primarily through promoting learning, will, slowly but surely, impact on those people’s lives.

 And so we see the ultimate value of museums – to promote social change through learning, using our collections where appropriate, but not regarding them as an end in themselves. I myself wrote in a foreword to the GLLAM report that in promoting social inclusiveness 

we have begun to redefine the traditional role of museums, and to demonstrate the social and educational value of museums more coherently than ever before. We have begun to make use of the cultural authority which ordinary people perceive us to have. So, we truly unlock the value invested in our collections, and thus we finally identify why they are worth having in the first place. 

Effecting social change on a wide scale can be described as social regeneration, and I would like now to turn to this role of museums.

Today we can find plenty of acknowledgements of the value of cultural activity in urban regeneration. There is evidence that inward investors favour and remain loyal to those cities which take their culture seriously; that lively city centre cultural activities discourage crime and anti-social behaviour, and encourage the development of vacant and derelict downtown property; that culture is a vital element in a city’s drawing power; that culture is the basis on which civic pride and city identity is built; that culture projects create a legacy; that high quality design is seen as a key ingredient in urban competitiveness; that a high quality cultural offer is a basic requisite of an internationally successful city.

At this point I’d like to say a few words about Liverpool, once one of the world’s greatest cities, then a city in such a calamitous decline one of its writers said that it had been “murdered”; and now a city which will be the European Capital of Culture in 2008.

Liverpool fell so fast and so far after the Second World War that its poverty was recognised by two six year rounds of European Regional Development Fund Objective 1 provision, and its regeneration still lags behind that of other major northern English cities such as Leeds and Manchester. However, when I came to work in Liverpool in 2001 it was clear that the regeneration process was underway, with a number of major investment schemes planned, unemployment falling slowly, and property prices beginning to rise.

In fact culture, and in particular museums, had been at the heart of Liverpool’s regeneration efforts for almost 20 years. My organisation, National Museums Liverpool, runs eight museums and galleries. We became a national institution in 1986 and we are the only national museum service in England based wholly outside London. We are the biggest cultural employer in the north of England with over 600 staff, and an annual turnover of £25m.

The creation of our Merseyside Maritime Museum in the historic but derelict Albert Dock complex in 1986 began the regeneration of Liverpool’s waterfront, which was further boosted by the opening of Tate Liverpool in 1988 in a neighbouring building. Indeed, the redevelopment of Liverpool docks was a high profile cultural regeneration which set the tone for the 1980s, and other cities such as Birmingham and Manchester put in place cultural development strategies for the first time. Since that time the Albert Dock has become an important tourist destination, and the UK’s biggest free Maritime festival attracts 500,000 visits every year over a single weekend.

Our Conservation Centre, a European Museum of the Year winner in 1998, was created in the mid 1990s in the Queen’s Square area of the city, then derelict, now a thriving part of Liverpool’s retail heart.

We have recently completed a £45m capital development programme across three of our museums. The bulk of this work has taken place in the Liverpool Museum and the Walker Art Gallery which, together with Liverpool’s Central Library and St. George’s Hall, form one of the world’s finest groups of neo-classical buildings in an area now known as Liverpool’s Cultural Quarter. Once an island of beautiful but deteriorating buildings surrounded by urban decay and dereliction, the Culture Quarter is set to take its place at the centre of the Capital of Culture programme.

And we have further plans. We intend in 2007 to create a new museum, the National Slavery Museum, which will occupy another Grade 1 listed building in the Albert Dock, and which will tell the story of how Liverpool became the capital of transatlantic slavery in the 18th century. We shall also examine contemporary issues of racism and diversity, which have their roots in the slave trade. Our biggest scheme of all is to build an entirely new structure right in the centre of Liverpool’s world-class waterfront, to be opened as the Museum of Liverpool as the centrepiece of the city’s 2008 projects. 

In terms of helping transform Liverpool’s image as a decayed, crime-ridden city to be avoided at all costs, museums have played a central role. It was the quality of the museums and their collections, which helped tip the balance in Liverpool’s favour when it came to deciding last year which of the competing thirteen British cities including Belfast, Birmingham, Cardiff and Newcastle, should be the UK’s nomination as European Capital of Culture. 

Since winning this nomination in 2003, Liverpool’s regeneration has taken off in a spectacular way. Unemployment is falling faster than anywhere else in the UK, its population has begun to increase again, and property prices have boomed. Add to all this the securing of World Heritage Site status for the city centre and the docks, and you can sense how important the transformation of Liverpool’s image is through its culture and heritage. Liverpool, already a magnet for growing numbers of tourists to see its magical buildings, its world class museums, its burgeoning nightlife and, of course, the childhood homes of the Beatles, is about to join the premier league of European city destinations, with all the economic benefits that will bring.

It is important to understand that museums can play a role in economic regeneration only if they match their efforts to those of other agencies, their strategies to those of other agencies - museums cannot work in isolation.

I believe wholeheartedly in the value of culture in general, and museums in particular, in helping effect urban regeneration; and especially I am convinced both by the value of long-term, sustained community programming by museums, and by the economic benefits capital projects are capable of bringing. I must stress that these patterns of change are replicated around the world, most obviously in North America, Australia and Northern Europe, though they are having an impact more generally.

What have we done to help bring about change at NML?

· We created a new senior management to provide coherent leadership. This consists of a series of restructured and cross-disciplinary teams made up largely of existing staff, with a modest number of newcomers.

· We created a new structure to promote teamwork and cross-department working, with a strong message that changing the way we do things is not optional.

· We produced a new vision to provide clarity of purpose, and to focus on audiences and the social role of museums.

· We are developing a new style of involvement of staff in decision-making. We aim to bring about a culture of ‘dispersed leadership’.

· We have generated a greater political awareness, which means advocacy, influence, cultivating contacts, acknowledging the

· competitive nature of museums, and understanding our political environment.

· We have developed a greater media awareness, and as an organisation we are more extrovert and more manipulative.

· We have elevated the value of training and development of staff, especially in management skills, which is crucial to pursuing a successful change agenda.

· We have encouraged risk taking.

· We have encouraged decisiveness.


· We have encouraged innovation.

· We have reduced the level of the fear of failure, which can so handicap an organisation.

· We have discouraged factionalism and interdisciplinary rivalries. 

· We have discouraged disrespect for the work and importance of others, which is so common in museums.

· We have promoted or recruited change agents, who are important missionaries, setting a new example.

· We have raised ambitions – we aim high because museums can help change the world!

· Through careful and imaginative financial management we have brought about a financial stability which enables risks to be taken and opportunities to be seized

· We have embedded planning – from the highest governance and corporate levels all the way down to individual forward job plans.

There remains some resistance to change, but change is an ongoing process and the organisation has developed a strong momentum. The resistance must be overcome. You must not underestimate the time it takes to effect lasting change, and I estimate it will take 5-7 years in all to embed new practices and attitudes, to ensure that NML can sustain new ways of doing things without risking falling back into old ways. Bringing about and managing change is a lengthy process which requires clear thinking, determination and patience, but the rewards are great.
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