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Leadership issues and potential in the Arts

I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but it’s 1960s week on BBC television — following 1940s week last week — and as my contribution to the festivities, I’d like begin by taking you back to 1962, when an earnest doctoral researcher asked one of my distinguished predecessors as Rector of the Royal College of Art — Robin Darwin, the great grandson of Charles Darwin — about the secret of leading a successful visual arts institution. Were there any useful books on the subject? Darwin is said to have replied grumpily that there was Machiavelli’s The Prince for dealing with Whitehall; there was St Francis of Assisi’s Collected Works for the vision; and where experience was concerned, there was an education as a painter at the Slade so you could be respected for what you did rather than what you said; so you could answer the question ‘show me’. But what, asked the earnest researcher, was Darwin’s leadership strategy

“It is a perfectly simple proposition — all you have to do is to appoint the best senior staff in the country — mostly professional artists — and then leave them to get on with their job without interference”. “I said nothing” — Robin Darwin added later — “about those wayward currents of experience which throw people together and seem in retrospect to have made a pre-ordained pattern of our lives”. He also said nothing, understandably, about the fact that a number of the professional artists he appointed were in fact his cousins — an unconscious reference to Napoleon, perhaps, who adopted a similar leadership philosophy to ruling Europe. That was in 1962, the year David Hockney graduated; long, long ago in a galaxy far far away.

But after reading Robin Darwin’s comment about useful books, I thought I’d go to my local branch of Waterstone’s on Saturday morning, to see how much had changed over the last forty years. I could have surfed the net, but I like handling the books and dipping into them. “Leadership?” said the helpful woman on the front desk. “I’d try Business and Computing if I were you, and maybe History next to it. Both downstairs”. The Business and Computing section consists of five categories — marketing, management, personal finance, business and human resources, and all the books about leadership seem to be shelved in the human resources section — six shelves of 50 titles each, 300 in all. The first book I pick out is a dictionary of human resources, which says it is a set text on courses in business schools. Under ‘cultural; creative’, the entry reads “someone who values personal and spiritual development.. . and usually wants a simpler way of life”. Not a very promising start you might think. Then, scanning across ‘leadership the Sven-Goran Erikson way’, ‘the leadership secrets of Alexander the Great’, Mayor Giuliani’s book of leadership and Richard Branson’s autobiography in paperback, I see two general books — quite close to each other. One is called “leadership — the new science” and the other “leadership — the new art”. Near the former, there’s “the leadership pill” — which of course tells its readers that there isn’t one — and a lot of ‘teach yourself’ books about corporate management, all of which have a section about the importance of creativity or emotional intelligence or the other side of the brain to the logical one or something called “honouring the mystery”. In fact, soft words like ‘creativity’, ‘passion’, ‘intuition’, ‘spirituality’ seem often to be harnessed these days in the literature to harder words like strategy, structure, power and security. A bit like the phrase ‘creative industries’, come to think of it. This is less the case in the History section, where most of the books about leadership are about Winston Churchill, Joseph Stalin, Adolf Hitler and one or two on Richard Nixon — with, on the new releases table, a lot of hardbacks about George W Bush, Tony Blair and D-Day. I couldn’t even find the diaries of Peter Hall, Roy Strong and Richard Eyre — which would have been something — and in the absence of these I think I can safely say — from an in-depth hour’s research visit to Waterstone’s in Bath — that there are no texts generally available on cultural leadership. There are many books — an entire sub-genre — which hi-jack the language of the arts and apply it within courses on business or corporate management. And there is a definite tendency for the engineering metaphors of the 20 century — balance, stress, pressure, structure — to make way for the biological metaphors of the 21st century — growth, development, organism, DNA, free radicals and so on. But all the books I looked at seemed to assume a traditional, hierarchical company structure — with a conservative centre of gravity — and saw their role as suggesting new ways of leading within such a structure, or indeed of challenging such a structure: how to innovate; how to manage change; how to instill a sense of purpose; how to encourage higher motivation; how to create an atmosphere of hope; how to trust intuition; how to fire people up. But what of an organization which is full of highly-motivated innovators with a very strong sense of purpose, who passionately believe that what they do will make a difference. There are no books — at least, none that I could see — on organizations or structures or groups which consist largely of such people. People who at their most extreme subscribe to the philosophy of the grand official in Alfred Jarry’s play Ubu in Chains

“There will be only one law in the kingdom — and that is that no-one should obey any laws.”

Or people who see themselves as an avant-garde which has long since stopped waiting for the troops to catch up. The original avant-garde, by the way, the one in the First World War, was there to recce the territory ahead and let the troops know how the land lay. But that too was a long time ago.

So, if there aren’t any readymade ‘how to do it’ books yet — The Leadership Secrets of Nick Serota perhaps; or Chris Smith’s guide to leadership for creatives

— how is it that we have some outstanding cultural leaders in the UK at the moment — in our museums, galleries, libraries and archives, performing arts companies, orchestras and colleges. It surely can’t have been their training or education — except in a few cases. Most curators come from art history courses; most teaches in Colleges trained as arts practitioners; most leaders in the performing arts either come from drama or music colleges or from humanities courses in universities — none of which have been famous for the time they devote to leadership or management or even organizational issues. So it must have been accident plus personality plus drive plus hit-and-miss plus “the wayward currents of experience”, rather than design. In 2002, the Arts Council England conducted a major Theatre Review, looking right across the theatre sector, and the result — a 25 million pound infusion — has had artistic effects which have been noticed by all the main newspapers. As part of that Review, though, we asked our Regularly Funded Theatre organisations about the training received by their staff while working in theatres. In 2001/2002, only 39% of permanent staff and 5% of contractual staff had received any training. The amount spent on staff development overall was 0.26% of all expenditure. 85% of the organizations spent £5,000 a year or less on development for their permanent staff — think of that figure in the context of a current advertisement for a 3-day Leadership Course run by the Tavistock Institute (a typical one, not an expensive one) at £2,250 for five days plus accommodation and travel — or indeed in the context of a Clore Fellowship which will be worth £30,000. 37% of the organizations spent either “nothing”, or “up to £500”. Please understand me — I’m not dumping on theatres — I’m sure much the same would apply to all contemporary arts organisation, though not so much perhaps to national Museums — I’m making a point about the culture, and the pressure on resources and the pressure on time.

All the more reason to welcome — wholeheartedly and unreservedly — this new Clore Leadership Programme and the 25 Clore Leadership Fellows for 2004-2005 to whom we are shortly to be introduced. Dame Vivien Duffield has done so much since the 1980s for buildings in the arts, education in and through the arts, and health, and social welfare — and it is wonderful that — through her Clore Duffield Foundation — she is now funding the core costs of the leadership programme, plus a number of individual fellowships — investing in people who are working in the arts. The Arts Council is funding five of the remaining fellowships, and there are other partners.

Many of the examples I’ve cited so far have come from the mid to late 20 century, but if there has always been a need for such a leadership programme — it has become really urgent, maybe dangerously urgent in the early 2l century. Over the last decade or so, I’ve sat on several interview panels which have failed to make senior appointments — simply because the quality or the understanding was not there. And at the same time I’ve taken part in some huge changes within the arts and cultural sectors. The external factors affecting the arts, the demands of running complex organisations and playing a leadership role within them — all those have changed beyond all recognition.

There has been the National Lottery, of course

• In November 2004, it will be celebrating its 10th birthday

• £1.4 billion of lottery funds have been spent on arts buildings since November 2004 — radically changing the arts infrastructure in this country (and throughout the nine regions of England). So there have been — and there are — more arts buildings needing leadership in envisioning the projects in the first place, taking organisations through a capital works programme, digesting it and establishing it long term. Examples of new organizations and buildings include:

Large Scale: Baltic and Sage Gateshead; Lowry; Tate Modern, Sadler’s Wells.

Medium Scale: Brighton Dome, The Education Centre, Plymouth, Wiltshire Music Centre

Smaller Scale: Yorkshire Arts Space, Darts in Doncaster. And many, many others.

• The Lottery schemes Arts for Everyone and Grants for the Arts have provided lottery funding for new types of artists, and have encouraged arts organisations to spread beyond the professional arts to voluntary, community and education sectors. The new generation of arts leaders is working between and across these sectors — attracting funding from ACE, Local Authorities, project funds from the Home Office or DfES initiatives and crossing the line between arts and social policy.

• The Arts Council’s Stabilisation programme has demonstrated that many arts organizations need to go through quite fundamental changes to reposition themselves for today’s audiences. The arts leaders of 2004 have to deal with politicians (national, regional and local), multiple funders, numbers of different actual and potential audiences, and sometimes archaic governance structures — a subject in itself, with special focus on where to draw the line between ‘executive’ and ‘non-executive’.

• Capital investment through the Lottery has shown what the creative sector can achieve in terms of urban regeneration: so Cultural Leaders are needed for major initiatives such as the Capital of Culture (Liverpool 2008), the Urban Cultural Programme and the Olympics 2012 bid. Cultural leaders have become key protagonists in such initiatives.

• The Arts Capital Programme has also vividly illustrated the particular challenges faced by smaller, culturally diverse organisations — we’re spending £35 million on Black, Asian and Chinese arts projects — where the issues have become more complex, the politics more challenging and the expectations higher. Capacity building, continuing professional development and mentoring have become more and more visible as problems.

Then — where the Arts Council is concerned — there is the Grant in Aid from government.

• Since 1997 over two spending reviews we have seen an additional £175 million put into the arts. The Arts Council is now the biggest charity in England, with £500 million to distribute. This is a serious sector and it deserves the most talented leaders it can get.

• There are now 1200 regularly funded arts organisations.

• The old divisions between access, education and quality no longer ring true: artists and arts organizations — as we all know — are moving between commercial and subsidized; education, community work and stage or gallery.

• Arts Leaders are managing budgets from many different sources: ACE subsidy (which accounts for only 38% of income for our Regularly Funded organisations), EU funding - much more EU funding, by the way, has gone to the arts from structural funds such as education, training, employment and regeneration than from cultural sources or euro regional money — EU funding, local authority and regional development funds, lottery distributors including the Millennium Commission, the New Opportunities Fund, the Heritage Lottery as well as Arts Council; business sponsorship and charitable trusts — such as, of course, funds from the Clore Duffield Foundation.

• And there have been equally important developments in the wider cultural landscape to challenge arts organisations and their leaders. Changing audience expectations and needs, more competition for people’s time: the dilemma of time-poor/cash-rich and cash-poor/time-rich, outlined in the Henley Centre’s survey Towards 2010

• There’s the realisation that many in the UK are getting richer but some key audiences for the arts have remained disadvantaged, while all the cultural developments I’ve mentioned are going on around them: so how to balance making income for the arts, with providing the arts to as many people as possible.

• There’s the changing demographic: the UK, as we know and as I certainly know, has an ageing population. We have a research project on this at the RCA which used to be called ‘Design Age’ but — when I turned fifty — changed its name to ‘Designing for our future selves’ — a much less threatening title! By 2010 there will be nearly three million more 45-64 year olds and two million fewer 25-34 year olds. What’s the implication of that for the arts?

• There’s the massive increase in media output:

4 TV channels in 1988; 60+ in 1997

0 web pages in 1988; 132 million in 1997 — and yet we still have the same amount of time to view them. Compare that with the foundation of the Arts Council in 1947 — just after the 1944 Education Act, just before the spread of domestic television, when arts documentaries as distinct from social documentaries hadn’t yet been invented.

• And there’s the fact that leadership can’t be divorced from wider questions of management in the arts sector — I know leadership is distinct from management competence, but it is related; management training and continuing professional development: the Theatre Review statistics I quoted earlier and their equivalents. As a sector whose core business is creativity, ideas and innovation, it’s ironic that the creative sector does not on the whole make its own learning a priority, or learning within its own organizations. Why is that? It seems to have been ever thus.

• But there are some early signs of improvement. In April of this year, the green light was given to the development of a Sector Skills Council for the cultural and creative industries, which means that we will — in time — have a resourced and proactive body — led by employers in these areas — to provide strategic leadership for the nurturing of skills across the arts, the creative industries and the cultural heritage. It also means that government has recognized the social and economic importance of our sector — by placing it alongside other major industries in this way, even though it is acknowledged to be a fragmented and often small-scale sector. It’s terrific news that Tony Hall, chief executive of the ROH, will be the new chair of the nascent Sector Skills Council. Other recent developments in this area include a scoping study — which I chaired — on the alignment or better the mismatch between Higher Education and the needs of the professional arts sector. The contemporary Arts may have £500 million a year — but the DfES has £61 billion! There’s the Creative People network — providing guidance on professional development for aspiring visual arts practitioners. There’s the improvement since 1997 in grants for dance, drama and stage management students. And there’s that 35 million pounds spent on Black, Asian and Chinese arts projects — a proportion of which, inevitably, is about education and training. And there are the professional development implications of our Creative Partnerships between schools, arts organisations, businesses and individuals — currently over 2,000 projects involving 1,910 cultural organizations and individual professionals. So things are definitely moving. But there’s a very long way to go and they aren’t moving fast enough. Discussions of leadership have to be placed in contexts such as these — otherwise they’ll be seen as a lean-to, rather than part of the main building itself.

In short, this programme could scarcely be more timely or more relevant or more apt, and the A-team of Chris Smith as director — with experience as one of the great Secretaries of State for Culture and an authority on English literature — and Sue Hoyle as deputy director having run an important dance organisation and been number two in the Arts Council — has just the right mix for it. I’d like to finish — since my title this morning includes the word ‘potential’ as well — on some outcomes it would be good to see from the Clore Leadership Programme, wearing my Arts Council hat.

• More accomplished, well-prepared and confident cultural leaders for our established and our emerging arts organisations — with a 360 degree view of the changing external environment.

• More exchange between the different segments of the arts sector, and between different scales of organizations. Maybe the mix of ‘Fellows’ will encourage this, to the great benefit of the sector as a whole. A real ‘Fellowship’.

• More value and respect given to professionalism and leadership within the arts sector. Getting right away from the lingering idea in some quarters that managers are superannuated practitioners.

• An emerging group of articulate opinion formers within the arts sector, so that the ‘Today’ programme doesn’t always have to turn to the grumpy ones. Maybe they still will, but one can but hope.

• More understanding about the nature of arts leadership: in what ways and how it differs from leadership in other areas. I know it does differ — but the difference is not well understood at the moment. Where does arts leadership touch the books I mentioned earlier — and where doesn’t it — I guess the next session will help us with this one.

• A stronger research base. The Arts and Humanities Research Board is funding the research element of the programme and each Fellow will be preparing a personal research project. This will add to the body of knowledge about arts leadership and management, especially important now that e-mail is taking over from archives. I look forward to revisiting the business section of Waterstones in, say, two years’ time for the first anthologies.

• Bringing the sponsoring organizations together. The Leadership Programme has encouraged a number of funding partners to come to the table: the Arts Council, the Museums, Libraries and Archives Council, North West Development Agency, East Midlands Development Agency, Youth Music, Creative Partnerships, The King’s Fund and the Paul Hamlyn Foundation. This is a very powerful group of organisations — who together see the value of much stronger cultural leadership in this country.


A careful balance between book-learning and learning on the job; learning by doing already programmed into the scheme.

Real recognition — at last — of the world class potential of people working in smaller-scale, less visible, sometimes more cutting-edge organisations. Most of the media attention is paid to big mainstream organisations — and here is a chance to redress the balance.

And — a vocabulary and a portfolio of ideas which suit us, rather than ones which is projected onto us from other cultures, other kinds of organisations, other worlds.

My brother is an Anglican priest. A couple of years ago, he was excited to be preparing his first carol service on a new Apple Mac. He typed out the carol sheet, used the spell-check, and printed off the sheets. At his first carol concert — a primary school in Liverpool — he opened the box of carol sheets and noted with horror that carol number one was ‘away in a manager’.

If I was Alan Bennett, I’d preach a sermon on that. Warm congratulations to the first Clore Leadership Fellows.

Thank you, very much.

Sir Christopher Frayling

Chairman, ACE

