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Come to the edge 

We might fall

Come to the edge

It’s too high

Come to the edge

And they came

And we pushed, and they flew

1968, by the British poet Christopher Lowe

I’m going to tell you what I have learnt about leadership throughout my career and give a few examples of where I maybe have or haven’t got it right. 

To start with I couldn’t do the job I do today without having done everything else that I have done. I have learnt all the time. Actually I could have done with some of the learning I have now, 20 years ago. I could have done with the Clore Fellowship probably 20 years ago when I was first put into that first leadership position, and that was in 1984.  

I was 20 when I started my first job in the City, and that was as an assistant – opening the post, making cups of tea. I was 25 when I became an assistant director, which was my first management role in an insurance broking company; then I became the director and then managing director. And so in leadership terms, what have I learnt? In general I have learnt to ask others for help. I have learnt about listening and learning from other people and understanding other viewpoints. I’ve learnt that making mistakes is often the best way you learn. I have never forgotten the mistakes I make. To use what you have learnt, to make connections, should always help you.

It’s also about you. It’s about understanding yourself, understanding your own strengths and weaknesses. It’s like your own moral code. Be sure that you can stand up for it. Be open so that others feel that they can question your judgement and your decisions. I think openness is very important. If you are not open it can get to the stage where you can be closed off and are making decisions in isolation. Don’t be too defensive, but to back down when you have done something that you know isn’t right.

There are also some external things. Stay outwardly calm even when you’re in inner turmoil. I think as a leader if you are flapping around and everyone about is also flapping around, it doesn’t help hugely. You are there to provide an environment for others to flourish, for others to achieve more than they ever thought they could, an environment for other people to move forward. Charles Saumarez Smith talked recently about good leadership: rather than standing at the prow of a ship giving orders, it is more like being a cox at the back of a boat coaching others to move forward.

Test your own comfort zone - the edge can be further than you think, it can be quite elastic. Others can think you can go further, so this can spur you on. If you don’t go to the edge, sometimes you just have to face your own fear, take a deep breath and jump, and as I am sure you will know, thinking about things is almost always worse than doing them.  So a few examples …

I have a mysterious few years on my CV, which are rather euphemistically called ‘travelling’. This is before the City. I left school at 16 and did all sorts of things like darning socks in a prep school, then going to the States where I did everything there from selling orange juice to tourists, to teaching Scottish dancing in Baltimore and looking after children. I then came back and went to Norland and trained to be a nanny. I don’t know why, don’t ask. The reason I am saying this is because it was my first leadership role. All of us were learning how to be nannies, and quite soon we needed to choose a leader.  I was chosen and I was completely shocked. After the first year they had to check to see if that person was the right leader or not for the second year. I didn’t go to the meeting because I thought, ‘well of course I am the leader’, and I got voted out.  I was horrified. I couldn’t understand why I had been voted in, but to be voted out?  How can they do that? The lesson was I wasn’t ready for that mantle that they gave me. They saw that. It taught me a lesson: don’t take things for granted. Leadership might be thrust upon you, but then you have to work at it, you can’t be complacent, and I was. 

Let’s move forward, and I move into the City. I get a job delivering the post, making tea, delivering messages, photocopying. I look back now and I see that I was young, a woman in a male environment and quite unprepared really.  So I came up through this company from the bottom, and some people’s perception of you doesn’t really change. They still think you are making cups of tea when you are the managing director. 

There weren’t any management courses, there wasn’t any training. My chairman was the sort of man who said, “Just get on with it, go in and do it”. So I thought I need to learn something, so I found a one day course and I took myself off there. I was the only woman on the course, it was full of much older men, and I remember thinking I shouldn’t be here and they all looked at me thinking the same thing. As we got through the course I discovered that I was running an organisation much bigger than everyone else on the course. I don’t know who was more amazed – them or me. 

In leadership terms I look back over that 15 years and I realise I was very fearful of not getting it right. I was closed to learning from other people, quite defensive. I found it difficult to share issues with others. I saw it as a weakness. I think I had a thick body armour on, probably through circumstance. There were about 50 women at Lloyds at that time, and about 5000 men. And amongst those there were only a tiny handful who made it to leadership positions in those days. 

But I did learn from my mistakes, and there was one, which I remember very, very clearly. When you are talking to underwriters, you have to tell them a story, make it visually very attractive, get facts right, get your maths right, and then the underwriter will take a percentage of the risk. I went to an underwriter who was a very elderly man, a very grumpy man who did not like women in the industry. I knew this and I was probably nervous because of that, and I made a mistake. He took too much of a risk and I made a mistake. I knew I had done it, I went back to the office, fretted about it for three days, eventually told my boss, and I thought, he’ll go back and sort it out for me. But he didn’t, he sent me back to sort it out. So I went back with my heart in my mouth and I got torn off a major strip. If there had been a fire in the intervening period while I had been working up the guts to go back, he would have been up for a lot more than he expected because he had taken it on my trust. I’ll never do that again.

I had a defining moment when I was in the City. I was managing director, but I still wasn’t feeling fulfilled. So I went to see an educational psychologist who changed my life. He put me through some psychometric testing, and said to me three things: leadership, management and the arts. He said I don’t know what you are doing in the City; you are in the wrong box. You should use your brain and be one of the female leaders in the cultural sector. So I did. I went to Birkbeck and I started studying in the evening whilst I was still the MD. It opened my mind, I started using my brain, I started understanding the world better, in a different context; it gave me confidence. It has helped me in every single job I have had since, having done that degree. 

And so I left the City. At the time I thought it was because my ex Chairman had made a decision that I didn’t believe in. I thought I had stood up to be counted in what I thought I believed in. Looking back now, I think it was the lever to enable me to leave the City. And that was ten years ago.

I felt all my props had been taken away. Now I was just left with me. I’d gone to my bank manager and told him I’d taken a 90% cut in salary, and my income exceeded my outgoings by a considerable amount. I was now an assistant in a contemporary art gallery called Purdey Hicks.  I had gone to the edge; I had pushed myself off, and what now? Well, goodbye sports car, hello number 19 bus. Goodbye champagne for lunch, hello cheese sandwich in a café. I worked for 2 years in a gallery of my choice, and I did my degree, and I have never looked back. I then went to Arts & Business, which was my first management role in the arts. Then on to the Royal Academy, and in leadership terms it was much more about negotiation and understanding languages. You had curators with one view, artists with another, and administrators with another. I was the one who needed to see what was important amongst the ten different stories.

From the RA I went to the Almeida. It was there I had an elastic-pinging moment, and by that I mean I had stretched my luck a lot. We moved the Almeida to King’s Cross. There was a lease on a building – the lease was sort of agreed but not quite. I was getting nervous, because I couldn’t seem to get the agreement to the extension of the lease finalised; I had 36 people dependent on me, 36 people for whom I felt hugely responsible. I started panicking. I was closing myself off. I had to do this. There was no other possibility. I had to get this lease. I did two things. The person whom I was negotiating with didn’t care if we got the lease. It didn’t matter to them. I stopped. I thought “hang on a minute”. I went and found myself a mentor to get a sense of perspective back again. And second, I confided in someone within the organisation who didn’t really know what was going on. They gave me an idea, a completely different way through. We did it, put it together, put it to the Board, put it to the Arts Council, we got through it, we didn’t have to make any staff redundant. Job done.

That brings me on to Arts Council London. I wouldn’t have got here without the arts experience and the business experience. This job allows me to bring the value of both of them together, and I feel incredibly lucky to be doing it. When I sat for my series of interviews for the position, and I got asked, “How do we know you can do the job?” and I thought, you don’t. Neither did I. But I answered that looking at my CV they could see I had gone to the edge, I had jumped several times, and I hadn’t had a crash landing yet. 

So I hope to keep coming to the edge, facing that irrational fear, whether it is pushing myself off or being pushed, will enable me to be equipped to add to the leadership of the cultural sector in this country.

