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The crisis of leadership in public sector cultural organisations
In the first few years of the new Millennium, the crisis of leadership in the subsidised cultural sector hit the headlines - at the Royal Opera House, National Museums Liverpool and British Museum to name but a few of the bigger crises.  Although these organisations are back on track, many of the underlying problems affecting the sector are still unresolved.  And although efforts are being made to address the problem - with new professional development initiatives such as the Clore Leadership Programme and our Cultural Leadership Programme at City University, as well as with the Arts Council’s Cultural Leadership Programme which is funding, for example, a network for women leaders in museums – I believe much more radical change is needed, and one in which museum educators must play a central role.

The crisis of leadership in the cultural sector has been related to low morale, short-termism, funding issues, low pay, lack of career paths, problems with Boards and so on.  However, I believe that there is also a much deeper and more significant crisis related to the speed at which our social, economic, political and technological environment is changing.  Cultural sector leaders are having to cope with a lot of change and I believe that some of our existing leaders may not be adequately prepared for this process.  

Who are our existing leaders?

So who are our existing leaders? In fact, we don’t know very much about them as a group, for example in terms of gender, socio-economic & educational background and ethnicity.  Preliminary evidence suggests that women and ethnic minority groups are under-represented.  For example, research a few years ago found that only 22% of UK directors of museums are women, whereas we know that about 60% of museum employees are women. 
  Based on a quick scan of the horizon, we can see that the situation in national museums is not good, although it appears to be better in regional museums.  What we need is some basic benchmarking research and we at City University hope to do this soon.  

Quite a bit of research is being done on the under-representation of ethnic minorities in museum leadership roles.  Figures from the Mayor’s Commission on African and Asian Heritage updated in 2006 suggest that out of a sample of 8 important museums in London and the regions, 6 had no BME senior managers, the other two had one each – and that is 2 people out of a total of 154 senior managers.  Curators didn’t do too well either, 15 curators out of 356.  Slightly better for educators – 20 out of 261, but that’s only 7.66%. In pole position are trustees, with 10.71 %.  Coincidentally, all of these 8 major museums are also directed by men. Another study by the Museums Association of the Renaissance Hub museums showed that only 2.5% of education, curatorial and senior management positions were from black and ethnic minority communities – less than a quarter of what would be expected if the workforce was truly representative.  Figures for the national museums are slightly higher, 5.5%, but still alarmingly low compared to the percentage of London’s population (where these museums are mainly based) that come from BME groups.

Why is this lack of diversity important?  Well, there is of course the equity argument - it's not fair - and the argument that women and minority groups should be reflected at least in line with the percentage they make up of the general population - and this is particularly acute in cities such as Birmingham and in Manchester where a high proportion of residents come from ethnic minorities.  And I’m sure you know that the fastest growing groups in the UK population are people of mixed race, Black Africans, and Bagladeshis.
  There are many other arguments not least that we are missing out on a lot of talent and creativity.  But there is also something else of which I think the government and some academics are becoming increasingly aware, and that is the impact of increasing diversity on traditional ‘elitist’ and euro-centric notions of cultural value. 

Attitudes towards culture: a changing social contract?

Since the rise of New Labour in the early 1990s, there has been a fundamental questioning of the role of cultural institutions in today's world, and I think it is this which has been the real cause of the crisis of leadership in the arts.   I believe this questioning is in great measure due to a recognition by New Labour that growing social and cultural diversity has necessitated a new social contract between government and citizens in terms of attributing value to culture.   So New Labour has been prepared to give the arts significant amounts of money but in return has asked not for improved artistic performance, but instead for social and political outcomes which it thinks will be more acceptable to the electorate.  We all know these demands: wider access, social inclusion, social regeneration and above all ‘education, education, education’.   

This new social contract is rooted partly in the decline in deference to traditional hierarchies that has been a growing force for change over the past few decades, one of these hierarchies being the cultural hierarchy -  the assumption that culture can be seen as a pyramid with “high culture” at the top.  Under Mrs Thatcher, all arts funding suffered a bashing, but her Conservative successors still generally assumed that high culture deserved to be subsidised because it was a good thing per se.  However, with New Labour the anti-deferential baby-boomer ‘new’ middle class  came of age and decided that if art was going to continue to receive state funding, it was going to have to deliver something other than art for art’s sake to the white privately-educated elite. 

Although Government has recently been trying to play down this 'instrumentalism vs excellence' argument , it is clear that high cultural institutions are expected today to appeal more and more to diverse audiences - and by this I don't just mean ethnic minorities, but people with for example different social values and technological expectations to the traditional ABC1s who are the mainstay of many museums.

There has of course been another parallel development impacting on all this which is the increasing emphasis on individual choice, the great New Labour mantra,  and the rise of consumer culture.  Now again, this means that people actively choose some experiences over others and culture has to compete with other leisure activities.

Museums, audiences and cultural democracy

In fact, museums have done pretty well so far but then the sector has benefited enormously from the introduction of free admissions – and it must be said that some museums have also started thinking more carefully about how to communicate with their consumers.  John Falk and Lynn Dierking attribute American museums’ growing popularity to,  

“the almost revolutionary change in museum culture in the last 25 years, change that has seen the importance of visitors and the visitor experience achieve ascendancy over the single-minded pursuit of the collection and preservation of the object.”  

But all this has fundamentally changed the nature of the game and, as I said earlier, this is where I think cultural institutions are beginning to come unstuck and where the crisis in leadership is really rooted.  Cultural sector leaders having to cope with a lot of change for which they may not be adequately prepared.    They are struggling (or in some cases refusing to struggle) to make high culture institutions - conceived in an age of deference and euro-centric cultural hierarchies - relevant in an increasingly diverse and non-deferential world, a world where people want to hear different historical and cultural stories, where they prefer user-generated content to material written by experts and where more and more people interface with the world digitally rather than through direct experience.  In other words, a world in which there is no consensus about the meaning and value of culture.

Look into the future and as ethnic minorities begin form a larger proportion of the population as a whole, and as white museum-going audiences get older and die, then will it still be acceptable that only say 3 or 4 % of museum audience's are from ethnic minorities?  And if museum leaders are themselves too far removed from the reality of diversity and not directly concerned with engaging with it, is this going to happen? 

A few UK museums are tackling the issues, such as the British Museum with its Africa 2000 initiative, and Tate with their digital interface.  According to the Head of Digital Programmes at Tate, Jemima Relliee, the collection is no longer the be all and end all – they now see both their on-line presence and events such as installations in Turbine Hall as equally important.  But as Jane Finnis of the 24 Hour Museum said recently, museums are struggling with the concept that you have to let material go and the challenges that user-generated content makes on curatorial control.

If not many UK museums are engaging fully with these new notions of diversity, the Government is.  David Lammy is calling for 'cultural democracy' and he says, 
" Our guiding value, or moral compass, should be cultural democracy.  Democracy is about debate, dialogue, deliberation and, ultimately, what the public genuinely values.  So the challenge for museums is not simply broadening audiences, but enabling more people to become involved in what museums do: continuing the process of democratising collecting and interpretation, blending curatorial expertise with public participation in museum decision making, and enhancing the contribution of volunteers, so that museums can develop their own role as community spaces, as mediators between the past and the present, and as agents of who we are and what we might become or achieve."

The role of museum educators: catalysts for change
In the same document, Lammy puts education at the forefront of this process.
I too believe that museum educators are the key to addressing the rapid and continuing change underlying the sector's crisis of leadership.  Your skills are predicated on understanding and communicating with a wide range of social groups - and if awareness of the changes is not coming from the top, then you will have a key role in leading the development of multiple narratives about what culture can mean in contemporary society and ensuring that even as values and identities change, significant numbers of people continue - or begin - to engage with the rich and precious cultural heritage contained in our museums and galleries.  You also have a role in lobbying those responsible for the wider education system, demanding that education about art and culture remain central to the curriculum – this is also key to sustaining and growing future audiences. Ten years ago, Eilean Hooper Greenhill foresaw the change in mindset needed when she said museums need to move away from the single, European, world-view towards “culturally plural perspectives.”
  This is my challenge to you, museum educators, lead us, please, towards these culturally plural perspectives.
� Cliché, D., Mitchell, R.& Wiesand,A. (Eds) 2000.  Pyramids or Pillars . EricArts, Bonn.


� Office of National Statistics, quoted in BBC online Race Survey


� Understanding the Future: priorities for England’s museums. DCMS, October 2006





� E. Hooper Greenhill, Ed. 1997.  Cultural Diversity: Developing Museum Audiences in Britain








© Nicola Jennings 2006 

No part of this paper may be quoted or reproduced without permission of the author


