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Keynote speaker 1:
CULTURE AND LEADERSHIP 

Rt Hon Estelle Morris – MP, Minister for the Arts

I am delighted to be here. This is such an important initiative.  I am going to start the same way as everybody on congratulating the Clore Duffield Foundation on the idea of making it happen. It is a long, long journey between having the idea and realising it, and this has happened in a relatively short time. So I would like to congratulate the Fellows. You must be hugely excited to be the first on a scheme like this. Whatever else happens to you in your professional life this is something you will look back on and think about how important these 12 months have been, what a difference this has made and what a difference you will be able to make as a result of that. I do congratulate you all.

Leadership itself is something that intrigues me, which is a feature of being a politician. When you are a politician people imagine that you’ve got all this power and all this money and then you find out that you’ve not got as much of either of those two as you might want, and what you suddenly realise is that whatever idea you have depends on other people delivering it. So you hand over the policies to doctors or nurses or teachers or members of arts organisations and if leadership in the sector isn’t right, it doesn’t matter how good your ideas were, political or otherwise, they never get past the DCMS or any other government department. 

I think it’s over the last 7 years while being a politician and now being a minister that I’ve understood and realised the importance of leadership more than I ever did before. I think the type of society in which we live at the moment probably makes leadership more important now than it ever has been. And to start with I’m going to talk a bit about leadership in education because that’s where I have had most of my experience and that’s where I saw most of the difference that leadership can make. 

I'm a great believer in the fact there is something called generic leadership, and that leadership is transferable from one sector to the other. On top of that generic leadership, the core of what leadership is, there is something special about the sector that you are leading. A leader in the cultural sector will not be like a leader in the education sector. However, I do think there are things that are incredibly similar.

In the years that I was in the department for education as a minister, I had the chance every day, every day of the week, to see the difference that leadership could make. And if you are parents, or if you are aunts or uncles, or if you just know children of school age you know how important those education experiences are. What I learnt was that the chances a child gets in our schools today depends more on the leadership of the school to which they go than we would ever have dreamt. Over 7 years I had the opportunity to visit some of the 24,000 schools in this country and see the difference that good leadership could make. It wasn’t to do with how rich or how poor a school was, it wasn’t to do with whether the children were boys or girls or white or black, the success of a school was only ever to do with whether it had good leadership, not just a good head, but good leadership in every part of the organisation.

I had the privilege in those seven years to see schools turned around - to see failing schools, the schools that everyone had written off, (and to which I suspect no one in this room would want to send their child, would dare to send their child), become organisations that we would be proud to have our children educated in. That was the power of leadership. 

I began to think about what those leaders had in common. I would love to be a charismatic leader - you go on all the television panels, you get written about and are thought to have all the answers to the problems of today, as well as the problems of tomorrow - long live the charismatic leader. But if we rely only on charismatic leaders, we will never have sufficient leaders to lead our country.  And what I learnt when I was in education was about the good leaders that weren’t charismatic. I'm not making a point for one or the other. I’m just giving us hope that we can build sufficient leaders in our society. 

I tried to think through some of the qualities that they have. What was it that was the same about them? The interesting thing is that they were all different. The power of their personality actually came through. There were a lot of things that were different, and you could go away and think what was the “different-ness” about that school, that head compared to another school, another head, and it was always about their stamp on their school, on their department. 

There was also a sameness about leadership and this is something we ought not to forget: they did the basics well. No leader doesn’t do the basics well, and there is a real risk in leadership that we think it’s all strategic, it’s all intellectual and very demanding. It is, but none of that matters unless you do the basics well. And I found that one of the first characteristics was that those basics got done. People got paid, supplies got ordered. People were in the right rooms at the right times with the right teachers, communications went home to parents, communications went from head teachers to heads of department to teachers and beyond. The organisation ran. The basics were done well.  I know one or two people who think that they are very good leaders, but they have forgotten that they are actually leading an organisation and the basics don’t get done well. Every good leader, even if they don’t do the basics well, they make sure the basics are done well. So never ever forget that, and when you’re not talking about strategy or this, that and the other, the basics have got to be done well before leadership can actually succeed.

The second thing that was common to them all was that they had a very clear vision of where they wanted to be. It was a journey that would have unknowns on it, but they knew where they wanted to end up. Where they wanted to be was always further and more ambitious than anyone else in their organisation thought they had the capability of doing. They were the most aspirational and the most ambitious person within their organisation. And because of that, they had a capacity to make people believe in themselves, to make people believe that they could go further than they ever dreamt was possible. They had ability to transfer their confidence to those they worked with, and in terms of education, to those that they taught. They gave those that they worked with the confidence to take risks and they gave them the confidence to be able to fail and to stand up and start again. 

They were always very generous with their praise; they never forgot adults are no different from children and that we all need to be told when we are doing well and when we aren’t doing well. But they were courageous enough to be critical when they needed to be. They got rid of people if they weren’t up to the job. They would reorganise things if they weren’t working. They weren’t scared to redirect the whole of their finances, rather than one or two percent or whatever degree of flexibility people in organisations think they have got.  

And every single one of them had failed. They had all been failures for at least one moment in their lives, and knew it, and were confident enough to talk about it and could tell you what they had learnt from it. They all worked incredibly hard; they were the hardest working people in the organisations which they led. 

They all had a feel for the stage of development of their organisation. If you think of any organisation, there is always improvement and decline. That’s the nature, that’s the rhythm of life. No organisation is always good, and few organisations are always bad. It is a journey, a trajectory. The good leaders always knew whether they were improving, whether they were plateauing or whether they were declining. They knew the rhythms of their organisation. Unless you know the rhythms of your organisation, you don’t know what it means, and good leaders have the capacity to actually do that. They were innovative, they took risks. 

And two things to finish with, they understood that they were still learners, they might have been teachers but they knew that they were still learners.  They didn’t forget why they were there. They didn’t forget what the purpose of their business was.  The purpose of their business wasn’t to meet government ministers, or to meet the chief education officer; it wasn’t to send out glossy brochures, to innovate within the national curriculum, other than all those things helped raise standards for children. And some of the quite good leaders I’ve known have been quite good and not very good because at the end of the day they took their eyes off the ball and they forgot that everything had to be judged by whether students learnt more effectively, and teachers taught more effectively.  

Those sorts of characteristics are those that after seven years in education I learnt from the many wondrous men and women who lead our school education systems.  I don’t come from the cultural sector, other than as a citizen and I believe all citizens come from this sector, but when I was thinking about words I might say today, I thought there were things about leadership that could apply to any organisation. I wondered if those things that I know work in organisations that I know best might be helpful for people to reflect on as they began to think about leading a cultural organisation. 

Just by looking around the room you can see that we have got some excellent leaders in the cultural sector - absolutely excellent, absolutely outstanding. We know they are outstanding, because we see what they produce. We see their museums, we listen to their music, we see their performances - whatever it may be, the end product is of the highest quality. But we need more. It goes back to whether all leaders are super charismatic leaders. I don’t think we should settle for an arts sector or a cultural sector where we can pick out the organisations that have got the brilliant leaders because there are so few of them. I think it is so important to accept at this early stage that what our ambition, what our aspiration is, is for all our arts and cultural organisations to have the finest of leaders. When you actually think about what that means, it is a huge task.

I said to Maria Balshaw, one of the Fellows who is from Creative Partnerships in Birmingham, (which is where my constituency is), that I’ve been trying to work out whether there were more arts organisations than there were schools. She told me that on her database in Birmingham she’s got more arts organisations than she’s got schools. There are 500 schools in Birmingham. So out of 24,000 schools, if I scale that up, that’s over 24,000 arts organisations. Every single one of them needs a good leader. That’s the challenge that faces anybody that’s interested in leadership. Its such an important point culturally that we have got to move from thinking a few more good leaders, let’s bring them on, they are the people who will run our ‘best’ institutions in years to come. We’ve got to have a mindset that acknowledges that every single one of our arts and cultural organisations needs a good leader. More than that, every single person who works in the sector is entitled to work in an organisation that is well led. And I think that’s so important for retention and for people feeling that they are doing a worthwhile thing. So as a vital and important part of building that capacity of leadership,  what I hope will happen is that the Clore Fellowships will be a sign to the rest of the sector to build capacity throughout every organisation at every level so that in some ways we get more than the Fellows that are going through this year.

We shouldn’t fall into the trap where we feel that the leadership is about the person whose name is at the top of the headed paper. Every single person is a leader in some way – whether it is in a section or a department or a project that they take on. The newest recruit to a museum, the newest recruit to a theatre or any arts organisation should be asked to take on some leadership. They should be taught from that early stage that leadership is part of what we expect them to do as long as it’s manageable. 

Where we might get to in a few years is to have a framework within the sector for training, professional development entitlement and obligation, one which recognises, promotes and rewards the best in the sector. People joining the sector, whether they be youngsters or not so youngsters, have actually got to know that if they are good, they will be supported right the way through to leadership at the top.  They have got to be able to see a route through; they have got to be able to see how their career will progress. Every youngster joining the arts sector should know that they will be rewarded if they do well, that their talents will be spotted and they will have professional development opportunities for them to be supported. So when we’re talking about leadership, it’s not just about picking out those few. It is about using the system to build on the best, to get more excellent leaders, but in doing so to change the culture of the whole sector, and make sure that it is supportive of leadership, and understands its importance.

But why is that important, why does it matter? It has to matter if you believe that the sector in which you work is of any importance, and everyone in this room believes that the cultural sector is of absolute importance to our lives, to our communities’ lives, to our country and the world in which we live. And anybody who believes in it as passionately as the people in this room has to believe that it needs good leadership to be able to achieve the potential that it has.

Now is an excellent time to do leadership. I’m not saying ten years ago it wouldn’t have been good, it would have been brilliant but I think this leadership initiative and a lot of talk about leadership and leadership development that is going on in this sector at the moment is happening at absolutely the right time.  Quite honestly, if it wasn’t happening at this time I would be less confident about the future of this sector than I am. 

Just let me explore that a little bit. First, we’re not trying to persuade ourselves of our own importance, we are trying to persuade others of the importance of the sector in which we work. So it is useful sometimes to go through why it is absolutely vital that we have a sector that has strong leadership. The essay Tessa Jowell  published a few weeks ago was welcomed by the sector, because it was making an incredibly important argument which had never gone away, but perhaps hadn’t been made by politicians with as loud a voice as it ought to have been, which is that art is important for its own sake. There is something inherent in what this sector does that is good and valuable and essential and life without it would be poorer. It would be like life without food, or life without water or life without hope. It is as important as that.  And the sector is confident about making that argument, and we need to make that argument stronger than perhaps it has been made in the past.  It gives us a language for making sense of who we are and what our heritage is, what our future is and it gives us a language for interpreting the society in which we live. It gives people pure pleasure, and one ought not to under estimate that. It contributes to the economy, it gives jobs. All those things are things that have always been around. The sector is worthy enough to demand the best in leadership. 

Now there are so many other demands on the sector that leadership actually becomes more important. Just let me go through some of those things. Our society is changing, we can’t control all these things that put pressures on us. We live in a different sort of world. We live in a world where more mobility of culture and ideas makes it even more important that we have a language with which to interpret it. And it is the arts and culture sector that can help us develop that language. We live in a world where cultural understanding is even more important, because ethnic intolerance is growing. And the only way we will overcome those problems of people being scared and intolerant of different cultures that are not theirs is to give them a language with which they can understand that life is a journey, in which we have many cultures and traditions, and that things change over time. That argument has always been there. But in this sort of world, with this sort of cultural conflict, it is more important than it’s ever been. People are looking for a sector, for organisations and individuals who can help them make sense of the instability that they feel in the communities and in the countries in which they live. And we can play a huge role within that.  

There are new ways of doing things that you just have to face up to. Take information technology. The leaders of arts industries ten years ago didn’t have to cope with information technology, but you have to now. There are new funding streams. Nobody complains about having more money but people do complain about new funding streams. Cultural leaders have to fill in forms; they have to bid for things, to justify themselves. All that’s new and won’t go away. So that’s a demand, that’s something that has changed about the cultural sector.

Then there are new demands from government. Our government puts a lot of store on creative access; we have to make sure that during our time in power, when we look at what is happening our sector, our people, our citizens are able to enjoy it across the breadth and length of this country, no matter what their background. That’s a demand from government. 

Another demand from government is the need for greater accountability for public resources spent. That’s a louder demand from this government. That’s something else you are going to have to cope with. And new partnerships. You’ve been asked to take on new geographical partnerships; whether you’re a national organisation working with regional organisations, organisations working within the same region, forging partnerships with people you may have never had to before. These partnerships are here to stay. There are partnerships across the sectors- just look at Creative Partnerships. 

Then there are partnerships you’ve been asked to form with organisations that are not part of our sector. Everybody in this room is being pressed to make partnerships with statutory education, and education beyond statutory years. There are already signs of conversations that have been had, about what you can contribute to mental well being or cutting criminality or to social cohesion or to regeneration. All those partnerships are worthy, but they are new demands on the sector. 

And there are new research opportunities. I think this sector is rich in research opportunities. In that sense it is an academic sector. It researches, it is the leader of learning, and there are organisations like NESTA which are actually encouraging people to learn in a different way and to spread the product of their learning in a different way. Leadership is not just important because any organisation is entitled to have good leadership. I’s two other things. When we say that this sector is part of the fabric of essential things in our society, we ought to make sure that it is led well. Now in 2004, at the start of this century, now more than at any other time, with all the change that is happening, the need for leadership is more important than it ever has been. 

Let me tell you a secret that not a lot of people know and politicians don’t often tell you. When you launch an initiative you haven’t got much idea how it’s going to turn out. And long may it continue that government ministers launch initiatives that have got objectives and vision and money behind them, but they actually hand it over to the people on the ground to make sense of it.  And one of the joys of the job I’ve had the privilege of holding over the last few years, is to go around and say: that’s what they did with that idea or that’s what’s they did with that money.  And those who’ve done it best are those organisations that had the finest leaders.

One of the great privileges of being a leader is that it gives you the chance to shape the future. If you’re brave and if you are bold and if you believe in yourself and your cause enough, you seize whatever anybody offers you and make a lot of it. You use it and mould it to make your vision of your organisation. There aren’t many times in this world  where we are entrusted with the power and the resource to shape the future. Don’t let it go.

The second huge privilege of having a leadership role is you are responsible for bringing on the next generation of leaders. And every single good leader has the generosity of spirit to make sure that there is another sector of leaders coming on along behind them. And to have at your fingertips those powers to shape the future and help other individuals to shape their careers to take on leadership roles, I think is one of the most exciting things that anybody could ask you to do.

I do wish you fellows well. It is hugely exciting. You really are lucky to have Chris leading this.  He has an incredible wealth of knowledge and experience because of what he has done. You have the benefit of learning about the sector that is so deeply embedded in part of his soul. You could not have anyone better to guide you through these initial years. 

You are extraordinary people, those of you who have been selected, the fellows. But the challenge is to make you quite ordinary, because we can’t live with just having 26 extraordinary people. There is no future in only 26 extraordinary people. And when I say our challenge is to make you ordinary, it’s that everybody else has to be as extraordinary as you, so that good leadership actually becomes the thing that we expect and what happens in our sector and not something to be marvelled at because it is so exceptional. 

Enjoy the year. I am sure it will be most demanding and enjoyable, and I look forward in years to come to talking to people in arts organisations about what they did in this first year of the Fellowships. 

