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Following on from David’s paper on managing change in museums, I would like to hang on this thought about … a little longer.

First allow me to introduce myself. My name is Francoise McClafferty and I am the Research and Information Officer at National Museums Liverpool in England. This post is based within the director’s office and I am responsible to support the director in the preparation of strategy papers and I undertake research into policy and strategy matters.

My background is in social and market research. I joined National Museums Liverpool as Assistant Research Officer in the Marketing department in 2000. The role focused principally on carrying out primary and visitor and market research looking at interpretation of displays and interactives, quality of visitor experience and demographic profile research and analysis.

Another element of my job was to collect information on general visitor and tourism trends, changes in patterns of leisure and social behaviour and regional economic trends. I collected information that could impact on the performance of NML: from new shopping centres, competition with other visitor attractions, city festivals, sports events to road closures.

I have been in my current role for about 18 months now and this element of external awareness now reaches much further. Lateral thinking is the key. If we don’t know our local circumstances it is difficult to run a museum successfully. This newly established position grew out of a need to respond to change in the organisation and a need to manage information more rigorously. A gap in information had been identified: resources need to be used more efficiently and more structured administration procedures need to be put in place.

With increasing pressures on museums to attract funding, develop audiences and embrace new leadership styles, I would like to argue that intelligent information helps give the museum a sense of purpose in all its decision making.

I intend to consider that intelligence research is a fundamental role place in any museum, no matter how big or small. No matter what your organisation, if you do not know the environment you are operating in, delivering strategy and long term planning can incur considerable risks. I believe that the subject managing information is also particularly relevant to the topic of the conference here in Prague on Museums and Change.

So here are the four main points I will talk about in more detail:

1.  What is research in the museum

2. The external environment of National Museums Liverpool

3. Intelligence research

4. Linking information to strategy – the management information system

1. What is research in the Museum?

Consider the notion of research in the museum for a brief moment. What is it? Why do we do it? Research happens everywhere in the museum.

· How can we plan exhibitions if we do not know what is in our collections?

· How can we attract sponsors if we do not know who to approach?

· How can we tell the public about us if we do not know who our visitors are?

· How do we attract those that don’t visit, if do not know what they need and want?

· How do we best develop our staff, if we are unaware of the most up to date training opportunities?

All this requires good research. We need to know all these things for a number of reasons:

· To reach a diverse audience

· To attract funding

· To identify and breakdown barriers

· To understand visitors

· To lead a successful museum

But there still remains a considerable gap in knowledge: what about developments in the city? Changes in government agendas? The state of the regional economy? Leisure trends? Social behaviour patterns? Changes in legislation?

With this in mind, consider the city of Liverpool.

2. The external environment of National Museums Liverpool

With a population of almost half a million people, Liverpool is home to many distinct communities, including those from Africa’s west coast, Somalia and Yemen. Liverpool is also home to the oldest Chinese community in Europe. The city council estimates that there are around 4,000 refugees and asylum seekers in Liverpool representing over 70 nationalities of whom 600 are children.

It is a city that has some of the most deprived areas in England, unemployment is twice as high as the national average and the 1980 and 90s saw the population decline. This was a particularly desperate time for Liverpool, and people were leaving the city.

But things are changing.

In 2008 Liverpool will become European Capital of Culture. Since winning the award in 2003, Liverpool is demonstrating a strong economic revival. It is at last experiencing a rapid and visible regeneration, with the city’s cultural renaissance underpinned a wider urban regeneration, and is giving the city new hope.

The decline in population has now halted and the latest estimate shows that the city’s population has increased by almost 3,000 people – crucially these figures show that people are now moving back into the city reversing the trend of the 80s and 90s.

The regional economy is rising, the property market is booming – property prices have risen faster in London and the United Kingdom as a whole over the last two years. 

Tourism is continuously increasing and for the first time the tourism industry has passed the €1billion mark per year.

The city’s focus is on cultural regeneration, creating social cohesion, sustainable communities and delivering a legacy for the people of Liverpool. Cultural activity plays a major role and the city is investing 50 million euro into the city’s art scene.

So where does National Museums Liverpool fit into all this?

NML, is made up of eight museums and galleries in and around Liverpool and was created as a national museum service in1986 in recognition of the outstanding world wide multi-disciplinary collections that it holds – fine and decorative arts, archaeology and ethnology, natural and physical sciences, maritime, social and industrial history – reflecting Liverpool as an international port – a gateway to the world. It is the only national museum service based wholly outside London and as such National Museum Liverpool has a unique fourfold role:

Local – rooted in the local community of Liverpool and Merseyside

Regional – the largest museum service in the North of England

National – a national remit and responsibility

International – an international profile, as a UK national museum and the cultural flagship in the heart of one the world’s most well known cities.

It is the biggest cultural employer in the Northwest region of England with almost 600 staff employed this year. In the last year, NML attracted more than 1.5 million visits – the highest figure for 14 years.

Currently the organisation is in the middle of a major capital development programme, which consists of redeveloping some of the existing venues - to make them more accessible, to reach a broader and more diverse audience and to create new quality visitor experiences. Two new museums are also being developed: a National Museum and Centre for the Understanding of Transatlantic Slavery Museum and a new Museum of Liverpool – the world’s largest city history museum – telling the history of the United Kingdom through the eyes of Liverpool.

We need to make sure that alongside all these developments the organisation runs smoothly, that we can perform to our government targets and work towards the fulfilment of our vision and beliefs.

We also have to ensure that we respond to the city’s regeneration agenda. As the biggest cultural organisation in Liverpool, we will have a considerable influence on the cultural scene that the city is hoping to resurrect.

What I want to show here, is that without the ability to combine this internal and external knowledge and build into our planning, the organisation risks to run in isolation and without due consideration of the volatile environment that is Liverpool.

For any museum to become an outward looking organisation it needs to closely monitor internal performance and embed it in the bigger picture to give it a meaning and purpose.

It is out of this need for knowledge that my role as Research and Information Officer has evolved and an intelligence function has been established in the centre of the organisation. 

3. Intelligence research
Over the last few weeks only, an important structural change was put in place at National Museums Liverpool. The Executive Team has created a ‘Corporate Governance Unit’ with four core functions:

· Information documentation

· Central Record Management

· Internal Audit

· Intelligence function

The aim of this unit is to ensure the smooth running of the corporate and central activities of the museum. The intelligence function however is given a wider dimension of creativity and open mindedness. It is this function that I have been made responsible of.

In its more formal wording, this intelligence function could be defined as Strategic Intelligence and Information Analysis – but quite simply what I am referring to is the understanding of the big picture – the need to know what’s happening outside the museum and what this means.

Its core remit is monitoring performance and external impact assessment.  The key attributes of this function are to be:

· Consistent: - in methodology

· Accurate – we need to rely on the information we gather

· Timely- we need up to date information

· Systematic – we need to consider the whole

Information is analysed by using the widely know management information technique PESTLE analysis.

· P – Political, what is the national political climate, how is the local government run?

· E – Economic – what is the economic impact of NML

· S – Social – understanding social behaviour 

· T – Technological – developments of new communication tools

· L – Legal forthcoming changes in legislation

· E – Environmental – can the organisation run more efficiently

All this information that comes together under this intelligence umbrella sits right at the centre of the organisation and it is available to all. After all, the bottom line of all decision-making is based on performance.

Down to methodology. How do we collect data at NML?

Monitoring performance

We collect our visitor figures via electronic counting systems installed at every museum entrance and in temporary exhibition areas. We report our figures to the government on a monthly basis.

Every month the data is reviewed, changing patterns are identified alongside historical data.

We have forecast our visitor numbers to reach 2 million by 2010. In order to achieve this, it is crucial that we know how to make sense of the figures. Understanding why numbers are falling is just as important as to know why we are performing well.

Alongside the visitor figures we look at performance of our shops and cafes. Sometimes trends in shop and café performance do not reflect the patterns of visiting. What does this mean? Are there more people spending less money or vice versa are there fewer visitors with more money to spend?

School and group visits are recorded separately. The Learning Division needs detailed information no the success of its educational programme and has recently put a strategy in place to attract more schools from deprived areas and schools from further a field.

We currently have historical data for visitor numbers over the last 20 years. Here is a graph of our yearly performance since 1986. Over the last four years visitor figures have exploded, since free admission was introduced in 2001 and a strong exhibitions programme has continued to maintain this momentum.

However, visitor figures do not tell the whole story. Not only do we need to know how many people are visiting – but we also need to know who they are and what motivates them to come. This knowledge underpins our audience development work. To help gather this critical information we carry out an annual Visitor Profiling Survey.

The questionnaire was designed in house and the research office (a dedicated visitor research office is part of the Marketing Department) who, then selects and manages trained fieldworkers to carry out the survey work at each venue. Once the data is collected, it is sent to a specialist agency for data tabulation. The findings are reviewed in the first instance by NML senior staff.

It is the largest random sample survey that we carry out – helping to ensure reliability of findings.

The survey collects data on:

· Age

· Gender

· Socio-economic background

· Ethnic origin

· Residence

· Social grouping

· Disability

· Repeat visits

· Enjoyment

· Value for money

· How visitors found out about the venue

· Awareness

· Reason/motivation to visit

· Use of café and shop

· Mode of Transport

We have been carrying out this survey for two years now. Each year the findings will build on each other and we can start looking at trends in performance and behaviour, gaining insight into how successful our programme and audience development efforts are.

Here the briefest summary of key findings, to give you an idea of the findings that we can build on to diversify our programme and reach a broader audience.

· Overall, each visitor made two visits in 2004/5.

· Generally, NML visitors are in the 25-54 age bracket, are white and come from high socio-economic backgrounds.

· Almost all visitors live in the UK, and of these almost a quarter comes from Liverpool and the smallest group are overseas visitors.

· The largest social grouping is the family and almost half use cars to get here.

· The mean length of visiting National Museums Liverpool is one hour and 48 minutes.

Extensive additional analysis can be carried out from the collected data, including:

· Detailed comparison with official national statistics – are we representative of the local population?

· Analysis of shop and café usage

· Analysis of motivation to visit by age, gender and social grouping

The second stage of collecting performance data is to understand it within the external environment as I have already mentioned.

External intelligence

In a second stage of analysis, the intelligence function will look at:

Benchmarking – our figures are compared with visiting trends at local visitor attractions, regional museums and leading visitor attractions across Britain.

Cultural sector intelligence – NML is a member of a regional research management group to discuss sharing of information, collaborative research studies and establishing harmonised data collection methods across the cultural sector.

The regional cultural consortium have created a Cultural Observatory into which we can feed information and retrieve essential data on areas such as economic trends, funding opportunities, tourism and social trends.

The secondary research also collects policy documents and strategy papers on pertinent societal issues, including:

· Sustainable communities

· Equality and diversity

· Access and disability

· Cultural regeneration

· Economic forecasts

· Local and regional investment strategies

Increasingly external consultations land on the director’s desk. We are now much more actively making an effort to put together co-ordinated responses to make our plans, views and concerns hear and develop a strong voice in the cultural community.

A lot of this information is easy to collect and does not have to incur huge research costs. Some useful sources that any museum can have easily to hand are:

· Local and national newspapers

· Tourist information  - local tourist information office can provide statistics on tourism trends and leisure patterns

· Internet – for a more global outlook

· Free e-newsletters – globalmuseum.org, culture.info, the artsjournal.com

· Professional museum and heritage journals

· National Museum Associations

· Cultural Bodies – fro national research reports

· Government websites

And don’t forget

Visitor comments books! – you can glean a lot of information from comments about needs and wants, particularly from a customer care point of view.

4. Linking Knowledge to strategy – the Management Information system

In summary then, the intelligence research consists of two roles with two distinct objectives:

· Performance evaluation

· External impact assessment

 With the aim to 

· To underpin audience development work

· To direct strategy and long-term planning

My role is to put a solid management information system in place that will form a powerful knowledge base at the heart of the organisation. The aim of this system is to be able to easily retrieve information and disseminate it across the organisation.

In conclusion, I have tried to demonstrate to you how solid information management are fundamental to any museum. At National Museums Liverpool, intelligence research and strategic analysis have been recognised as a central activity and as such a corporate function of the organisation.

I realise that a lot of what I have talked about is common sense and obvious to everyone and by no means a new management technique. You might also say that all this research is very useful but very time consuming and demanding a lot of resources. But the point I want to stress here is that it is not enough to dip into this type of information nonchalantly, but that a sound management information system will allow a museum to be outward looking, anticipate change and work proactively and not retrospectively.

We need to bridge the gap form delivering information and implementing it into all planning. I hope that this new function will be help to do just this.

So therefore I would like to finish by saying that we need to make sure we don’t forget to state the obvious and take it a bit further. Knowledge means the power to take action.

Thank you
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