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THE VIEW FROM THE CULTURAL SECTOR: CHALLENGES OF LEADERSHIP

Keynote speaker 5:

Christina Coker – Chief Executive, Youth Music

For those of you who don’t know much about the origins of Youth Music, remember  back what Estelle Morris said about politicians coming up with ideas and having no idea how they are going to turn out. Youth Music started out as an idea from Chris Smith, MP and the then Chairman of the Arts Council of England. They had a sense of vision about what they wanted Youth Music to do, but left it up to me, our board of trustees and our staff group to make Youth Music what it is today. 

It was not unnerving to hear it said that leadership in the cultural sector is more challenging and more difficult than that in the business world. We need to acknowledge that, we need to have that recognised outside the cultural sector. 

I wanted to reflect on myself and Youth Music. There are three important things about me as an individual and the things that I hold dear, that hopefully run through Youth Music as an organisation. One is equality of opportunity, the second is exciting people (and in our case, young people) about learning, and thirdly, the importance of catalysts. If you don’t know how Youth Music works and you are wondering about those three things, please look at our website and I hope you understand.  

As a leader first and foremost I’m a catalyst. That is one of my most important roles, which I exercise within the organisation, and more importantly outside my organisation and outside the sector. The organisation which I work for, and which I have the privilege and responsibility of leading, is itself a catalyst. I can’t emphasise too highly the role of catalysts within the cultural sector.

I am going to talk about five particular issues and challenges for the cultural sector and  what that means to leadership.

The first important thing is about the nature of culture itself. There are two main elements. One is about preserving and conserving. The second is about development and creation. In most cultural organisations we are all dealing with both of those to greater and lesser degrees.  What it means is that we have to have some clearly established goals, some of which are very definable, particularly on the conservation and preservation side. But for the development of culture in this country, I think all leaders have to have this empty box, (or a slightly grey box), that is entitled ‘Possibilities’. We don’t know what is in there. We don’t know what is going to happen. But we do know that there are possibilities which we’re going to back. We’ve got to think about whom we might draw into our discussions. That range of people might be very eclectic. Let’s not think too narrow, not just within the worlds in which we operate.  Who might we want to include in developing our culture? And finally, what might we be learning?

The second issue is about understanding and operating in a very complex environment, different from the business world in many respects, and this environment is not only complex, but it is very messy and unstable, and sometimes that’s in the very nature of the cultural world itself. The sector itself is very proactive, but we don’t talk to each other very well or often. There is no reason for it. I have been involved in discussions for the last few months not just from a music perspective but engaging people from across the arts, and it is very clear how people tend to operate in their subject-specific silo. I think the time has come for us to be much more collegiate as leaders and as organisations. There is often a high degree of competition in the way that we operate, and some of that competition need not be there. I think sometimes there is unnecessary competition because funders are not willing to bite the bullet and make some very unpopular funding decisions, which actually ratchets up the competition. On the flip side of that, there is terrific passion, emotion, involvement and commitment within the sector. We have heard  two speakers from the business sector say that this is one of the most important things you must have. Most of the people who work with us, for us, are passionate about what they do. But people are so passionate they often take very entrenched views which leads to polarisation within the cultural sector, rather than a collegiate way of working together. 

Then there’s the political and funding sides, which go hand in hand. If central government changes its stance, then the whole cultural world starts to respond: maybe we could do it this way or that way.  I have been quite interested in the last few weeks about what people have been saying about the Tessa Jowell speech: it’s now art for arts sake, that we are no longer talking about arts as a tool. I think there is a general recognition that you need both. That art has its own work, its own integrity. But also because of the very nature of engagement in the arts, all these other fantastic things happen. The thing that hasn’t been answered yet, is what will the Treasury measure us by? That has still to be answered.

The other thing about government policy is decentralisation to the regions. That decentralisation does pose a challenge.  Most organisations, like ours, now have to respond to a plethora of different initiatives, and talk to agencies and more people than before. On one hand it’s very good, because it connects culture and the arts much more closely to the rest of the world, but on the other hand it brings practical and sometimes philosophical problems.

About funding, I will say two things: short-term, and changing the rules. Most of you will recognise those two things.

The other area that Christopher Frayling mentioned was related to education and community roles. I can’t think of any cultural organisation that isn’t involved in education or community work. But there are whole structures to learn about, about how people operate, to understand and this is a huge challenge.

So what does this mean for leaders? For me as a leader, I need to maintain a sense of equilibrium and sense of humour and recognise that I deal with what I have in front of you, not what I would like to have. Second is vision and direction. Third is about hanging on to those long term plans and long term goals. The final thing is being aware of what you are learning and what you want to learn more about. 

The third issue I wanted to talk about is about daring to take risks. When I talk about the developing nature of culture, I mean that culture is created by doing, not by being on the receiving end. We must take risks; it is an absolute must when we are talking about this area of culture.  And from a music perspective, we do have significant funding thanks to those who started us off. Part of our mission must be about challenging people to take risks, but also supporting them, knowing that it is going to take time, knowing that it is going to take energy. We can support you as well as challenge you.

So this daring to take risks: you have to be proactive, you have to be bold, you have to identify time and resources, and you have to identify allies. The allies are your colleagues here. People who have worked together with you on some of these risks that you are taking.

If you have a clear vision of where you want to go, share that vision with your key funder. You may find it is not always a closed door, if you can argue your case really well, you can get your key funder on side, and that will make so much difference to the efforts that you are trying to make.

Fourthly; influence which must be exercised irrespective of the size or profile of your organisation. Culture is about individuals and society. Wherever you are in the cultural sector you have that responsibility; therefore you must influence where you can. Culture is also about past, present and the future, whether you are a guardian of the past, supporting the present or creating the future, you have a heavy responsibility.

I think it is important to be aware of your ability to influence. You have that responsibility, not just within your organisation, but beyond your organisation, beyond your sector. I think it’s quite ironic, that the cultural sector is quite insular, quite often it says we’re beleaguered, nobody understands us. Why is this? We are not connected to the system, yet culture is part of life. Yes it’s a challenge, but we need to find a way of connecting, in a way the cultural sector hasn’t connected before.

In terms of influence, I have talked about external influences. But as a leader, quite often your performance as a leader will be measured by the performance of the people that you lead. Invest time in supporting leadership within your organisation and promoting leadership within your organisation. I have been reflecting on myself in my organisation; I have been looking at my own leadership style and how I can adjust it in the light of the sort of things I am seeing ahead.

Just as a practical example, next week we will be celebrating the first five years of Youth Music with a fantastic concert and other events in Birmingham. The person who is leading that, the most significant thing we have done as an organisation since 1999, is a young lady called Heloise Way who, up until less than a year ago, was an administrative assistant in Youth Music.  She is leading this event. She is being supported but her leading it sends a very clear message to the organisation about where leadership can come from and what the potential is. It should be empowering.

And finally, time for reflection. When was the last time any of you took time out to reflect and really think about your organisation and what you are doing?  We don’t have time to reflect. We are out there doing it. Somehow we have to build in that time for reflection. We are very lean, we are very demanding of ourselves and we don’t allow ourselves what we think of as the ‘luxury’ of reflection. It’s a must.

The Clore Leadership Programme. Thank God it has arrived for cultural leaders in the sector. People say that leadership is most important at times of difficulty, in times of change, when things are unstable.  So leadership is always going to be important. But as we know, what we often do is we do things on the hoof, drawing o our instincts, our aptitudes. Where is the support? Where is the encouragement? Where is the development? 

What I hope to see happen from this programme is three things: that this programme will help celebrate and give practical support to the leaders of the cultural sector in this country.  That it will enable the 27 Fellows to reflect, to take time out to evaluate their leadership skills and potential. The important thing is you’re not doing it alone, you’re in a fellowship. Which means more leaders can then move forward boldly and confidently.

I am looking forward to learning from your experiences and seeing what you come back with in terms of your learning, enriching me with your knowledge and many other people too.

