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Museum Management and Marketing

Museum Management and Marketing reflects upon key trends that have emerged in
the application of management and marketing method and theory within the
museum and highlights innovative new research and thinking. The Reader considers
trends and issues in museum management and marketing from diverse critical per-
spectives, drawing together a selection of high-quality, intellectually robust and
stimulating articles on both theoretical and practice-based learning in the field.

The Reader is divided into three main sections. The first, Museums and Change,
addresses the implications of the rapidly shifting contexts within which museums now
operate and considers the fundamental reorientation of museum roles and purposes
that have occurred in response to rapid and turbulent change. The second section
highlights developments in museum management, exploring issues including leader-
ship, strategic planning, performance measurement and workforce development
which have emerged as especially critical to contemporary management thinking and
practice. The final section, Marketing the Museum, offers wide-ranging perspectives
on the increasingly important role of marketing and considers its tremendous poten-
tial to shape the relationships which museums have with their audiences and other
stakeholders.

Bringing together a collection of key writings concerned with the investigation,
study and practice of management and marketing in the museum, this volume will
be invaluable to students and museum professionals who wish to develop their
knowledge of this ever-changing and challenging field.

Richard Sandell is Deputy Head of the Department of Museum Studies at the
University of Leicester. His research interests focus on the evolving social purposes,
roles and agency of museums. His recent publications include Museums, Society,
Inequality (2002) and Museum, Prejudice and the Reframing of Difference (2006).

Robert R. Janes is the former President and CEO of the Glenbow Museum in
Calgary, Canada. He is Editor-in-Chief of the Journal of Museum Management and
Curatorship and a museum consultant. His recent books include Museums and the
Paradox of Change (1997) and Looking Reality in the Eye: Museums and Social
Responsibility (2005).
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Series Preface

Leicester Readers in Museum Studies provide students of museums – whether
employed in the museum, engaged in a museum studies programme or studying
in a cognate area – with a selection of focused readings in core areas of museum
thought and practice. Each book has been compiled by a specialist in that field,
but all share the Leicester Department’s belief that the development and effec-
tiveness of museums relies upon informed and creative practice. The series as a
whole reflects the core Leicester curriculum which is now visible in programmes
around the world and which grew, forty years ago, from a desire to train work-
ing professionals, and students prior to entry into the museum, in the technical
aspects of museum practice. In some respects the curriculum taught then looks
similar to that which we teach today. The following, for example, was included
in the curriculum in 1968: history and development of the museum movement;
the purpose of museums; types of museum and their functions; the law as it relates
to museums; staff appointments and duties, sources of funding; preparation of
estimates; byelaws and regulations; local, regional, etc. bodies; buildings; heat-
ing, ventilation and cleaning; lighting; security systems; control of stores and
so on. Some of the language and focus here, however, indicates a very different
world. A single component of the course, for example, focused on collections and
dealt with collection management, conservation and exhibitions. Another com-
ponent covered ‘museum activities’ from enquiry services to lectures, films and
so on. There was also training in specialist areas, such as local history, and many
practical classes which included making plaster casts and models. Many museum
workers around the world will recognize these kinds of curriculum topics; they
certainly resonate with my early experiences of working in museums.

While the skeleton of that curriculum in some respects remains, there has
been a fundamental shift in the flesh we hang upon it. One cannot help but think
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that the museum world has grown remarkably sophisticated: practices are now
regulated by equal opportunities, child protection, cultural property and wildlife
conservation laws; collections are now exposed to material culture analysis,
contemporary documentation projects, digital capture and so on; communica-
tion is now multimedia, inclusive, evaluated and theorized. The museum has over
that time become intellectually fashionable, technologically advanced and devel-
oped a new social relevance. Leicester Readers in Museum Studies address this
change. They deal with practice as it is relevant to the museum today, but they
are also about expanding horizons beyond one’s own experiences. They reflect a
more professionalized world and one that has thought very deeply about this
wonderfully interesting and significant institution. Museum studies remains a
vocational subject but it is now very different. It is, however, sobering to think
that the Leicester course was founded in the year Michel Foucault published The
Order of Things – a book that greatly influenced the way we think about the museum
today. The writing was on the wall even then.

Simon Knell 2007
Series Editor
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Preface

The great challenge to our times is to harness research, invention and
professional practice to deliberately embraced human values – to
provide direction for the directed tragedy of technical progress.
Stewardship of a heightened order will be essential. Experts . . . per-
form both center stage and in the wings. And all of us speak from the
chorus. The fateful questions are how the specialists will interact with
the citizens, and whether the performance can be imbued with wisdom,
courage and vision.

W.W. Lowrance, Modern Science and Human Values, p. 209

There is no doubt that management, as a body of knowledge and practice, is increas-
ingly instrumental in ‘imbuing the performance with wisdom, courage and
vision’, irrespective of whose performance it happens to be. Sound management
and marketing are especially important to museums as social institutions – a
perspective that lies at the heart of this book. When the first Leicester Reader
on Museum Management was published 12 years ago, it was still common
for museum management to be a target of disrespect or even scorn by museum
workers, either as inappropriate, or as an activity of lesser importance than
scholarship, collecting and exhibiting. Although this view may still have currency
among disaffected museum workers, the overall museum world has changed
with a vengeance in the intervening years. It is surprising, even for veteran
practitioners, to contemplate the meteoric entrenchment of management and
marketing in museum affairs. Kevin Moore (1994) anticipated this in the first
Leicester Reader on Museum Management, and he compiled a selection of
essential writings that outlined the development of museum management at
that time. We note that much has happened since the publication of this seminal
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collection in 1994. Building on the intellectual foundation of the first Manage-
ment Reader, our purpose is to introduce the current breadth and depth of
museum management and marketing thinking, and we have compiled a diverse
selection of some of the best of the research and writing on these subjects with
this in mind.

Gone are the days when non-profit management can be called an oxymoron,
as it was by a senior Canadian business executive not so long ago. The opposite
is true, as evidenced by the quality and range of articles assembled here. All of
them demonstrate that management and marketing are not only integral parts
of professional museum practice, but have also enabled significant improve-
ments in both the effectiveness and efficiency of museums. These notable
improvements range from greater economic self-sufficiency, to a much more sophis-
ticated understanding of the nature and requirements of the visitor experience.
Marketing is essential to enhancing our understanding of existing audiences,
as well as to increasing our awareness of non-visitors and what museums can
do to engage them. The reader will note ample proof of the pervasive role of
management and marketing in the articles that follow.

What is not so obvious, although arguably as important, are the various
tensions and complexities that have accompanied the adoption and adaptation
of mainstream management and marketing techniques. As is the case with all
human activity, museum management and marketing are imbued with both
strengths and weaknesses, and it is incumbent upon all museum workers, be they
professionals or students, to be familiar with the range and meaning of these
issues. Our intention in this volume is therefore to deepen the appreciation of the
value of thoughtful management and marketing in museums, while at the same
time advancing the importance of critical thinking when importing methods and
techniques from outside the museum field.

Richard Sandell and Robert R. Janes

x v i i i P R E F A C E
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C h a p t e r 1

Complexity and Creativity in
Contemporary Museum Management

Robert R. Janes and Richard Sandell

The complex world of museums

MU S E U M W O R K E R S O F T E N J O K E about the public perception of them and
their work, noting the widespread belief that museums must be an ideal

place to work – peaceful refuges, often elegant, usually clean and definitely not
buffeted by the rude demands of a ‘real-life’ workplace. The non-museum world
is continually surprised, however, to learn of the complexities and demands of
museum work. Much of this complexity stems from the very nature of the museum
enterprise itself, and any discussion of the role of museum management and mar-
keting must begin with an overview of some of these complexities. In short, the
range of issues and pressures confronting museums in the twenty-first century is
equal to that of any sector of organized life.

Consider that cultural administrators must operate complex organizations with
inadequate resources and, unlike administrators in the private sector, are rarely able
to accumulate budget deficits to undertake the research and development neces-
sary to improve organizational effectiveness. At the same time, underpaid staff (often
unionized) and volunteers must be motivated to perform to high professional stand-
ards. Both executives and staff alike must answer to governing bodies consisting
of individuals or organizations whose experience and expertise most often lie out-
side of the visual and heritage arts. This is in contrast to corporate boards, which
seldom include anyone other than business people. At the same time, museums and
galleries must also provide meaning and enjoyment to a diverse range of publics
within the context of changing societal values. Museums, in their role as custodial
institutions of the world’s material heritage, must also acknowledge and serve two
unique communities – our ancestors and those who are not yet born. Neither of
these museum constituencies vote nor consume, and thus have no visibility or involve-
ment in the two dominant forces of contemporary society – commerce and politics.
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Yet, these silent communities must be served. To add further complexity, most
museums must somehow assume all these responsibilities in an era of declining or
marginal public funding, while at the same time fostering individual and organiza-
tional change to ensure survival and sustainability. Simply making a profit might be
seen to be a welcome relief from the potpourri of competing values and interests
common to most museums. Museums, however, exist in a world of often baffling
complexity and do not have the luxury of a simple profit and loss statement.

Managing these complexities within a rapidly changing world has necessit-
ated substantial changes in mainstream museums, and many of these changes are
chronicled in the articles that follow. Embracing both management and marketing
responsibilities, however, can still result in polarized thinking among museum pro-
fessionals, and there is often a tendency to see the adoption of business practices
as a cure-all for the non-profit world or, conversely, a scourge to be ignored as
fully as possible, although the latter view is far less common than it was a decade
ago. It is understandable why polarized thinking emerges in the face of seemingly
intractable management complexities, and it is instructive to have a closer look
at a sample of these issues and their paradoxical relationships with this in mind.
Nonetheless, it will be essential for museums to work through the tension between
the dictates of the marketplace and traditional museum values, recognizing that this
tension can stimulate creativity and new ways of thinking.

The following collection of management and marketing issues is universally
applicable to museums, irrespective of size and history, although larger museums
perforce have a greater share. Most, if not all, of these issues are related to an increas-
ing interest in the visitor experience, especially over the past decade. We hesitate
to call this a shift from a focus on collections to a focus on visitors, as collections
remain a preoccupation for most, if not all, museums. The growing concern with
the visitor experience is more accurately seen as an add-on to existing museum
responsibilities. This gradual change in perspective has been accompanied by a decline
in public funding for museums, notably in North America and Western Europe,
coupled with the increasing use of business solutions to address the challenges
that beset museums. For example, there has been a decline in museum attendance
and the visitor base (Burton and Scott 2003; Martin 2002) that has prompted many
museums to increase revenues through high-profile, blockbuster exhibitions and
architectural sensationalism. The underlying theme in these initiatives is the con-
ventional wisdom, ‘build it and they will come’. Although the long-term success
of this approach to business planning remains to be seen, it is generally recognized
that these activities are so consumptive of staff time and resources that little of either
are left over for other activities. At the same time, despite individual successes in
audience development, there has been little change in the traditional visitor profile
– those with post-secondary education and relatively high incomes are still the major-
ity of museum goers (Cheney 2002).

These trends, in turn, have resulted in a preoccupation with revenues and
attendance as the predominant measures of worth. Not surprisingly, many of the
governing authorities responsible for these museums are also beginning to resemble
corporate entities, with board members being chosen for their business experience
and their fundraising skills. This tendency for business people to select other busi-
ness people as governing colleagues is a sort of tribalism, and is characteristic of
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business in general. This tribalism is also embodied in the near absence of any non-
profit executives on corporate boards of directors, and this limited perspective has
noteworthy implications for both museum governance and operations.

The increasing presence of the business model is also visible in contemporary
searches for museum directors, or CEOs, as they are now called in deference to
the corporate model. While an advanced degree in a related area or a professional
designation may be required, the emphasis in these senior appointments is now clearly
on fundraising, financial management, marketing and public relations. Museum
critics observe that the pendulum has swung too far, and museums are at risk of
eroding their core missions under the leadership of well-intentioned business people
whose knowledge and experience are limited to the dictates of the marketplace.
This may also partly explain the increasing ennui among various museum execut-
ives, weary of the perpetual round of cocktail parties and events required to keep
many museums solvent these days. This is not meant to demean the importance of
these activities, but rather to highlight the importance of maintaining an intelligent
balance between the core mission and economic realities. There is relevant experi-
ence to be gleaned from the performing arts in this instance, as dance and theatre
companies often have two positions – one for the managing director (read ‘business
manager’) and one for the creative director (read ‘scholar’ or ‘scientist’). A clear
protocol is essential in this instance to ensure both adherence to a common vision
and effective communication. Museums would be wise to pay attention to the lessons
of other sectors, if they are to manage these emerging complexities creatively.

Fortunately, the need for management and leadership training is clearly recognized
by the museum sector, and there are a variety of well-established approaches for
equipping museum professionals with the knowledge, skills and experience to become
leaders and managers. These include the Getty Leadership Institute (USA) and the
Clore Leadership Programme (UK), as well as the inclusion of management and
marketing training in museum studies programmes around the world. It is import-
ant to note that leadership and management potential is not the exclusive domain
of those with scholarly, scientific and curatorial credentials. Other museum profes-
sionals, whether educators or marketers, also understand the museum context and
can make effective leaders and managers. It is clear that contemporary manage-
ment and marketing issues are broad and deep, difficult to avoid and inextricably
interconnected. It is this last characteristic, namely interconnectedness, that may
have caught the museum community off guard in its rush to embrace business solu-
tions. It is not necessarily obvious that declining public revenues might ultimately
create boards of directors lacking in cultural diversity and community connected-
ness, and museums are not alone in their confusion. This newfound complexity is
reminiscent of the revelations that have emerged in the progression from Newtonian
physics to quantum theory. Where scientists once saw the world as a great clock,
with independent parts and well-defined edges, they now see a level of connected-
ness among seemingly discrete parts that are widely separated in time and space
(Wheatley 1994: 39). A worldview marked by boundaries and reductionism no longer
serves physics or museum management.

Museums are also of this world, and cannot expect to ignore or retreat from
this mounting complexity. The challenge is to identify the knowledge and tech-
niques that will best serve the well-being of museums in a manner which befits
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their particular role, while respecting the attendant ambiguity. It is important to
note in this regard that museums are privileged work environments because they,
like all non-profits, are organizations whose purpose is their meaning (Handy
1994: 183). This privilege is accompanied by the responsibility to take advantage
of one of the most free and creative work environments on the planet through the
application of thoughtful management and marketing. For example, an important
challenge for museum marketers is to build civic brands around ideas that are less
tangible than customer service and efficiency (Demos 2005: 4). Such ideas could
include community, shared ownership and collective identity, and could be based
on the use of marketing techniques to build brands that produce emotional identi-
fication and take credit for the public value that museums create. This is a creative
alternative to using the language of the private sector, with its emphasis on indi-
vidual consumption.

Managing complexity

Surprisingly, and despite the growing body of management and marketing know-
ledge, a cloud seems to have settled and remained over leadership and management
(Greenleaf 1996: 111). A partial answer lies in the observation that management
is much more than a bundle of techniques, although many business schools still teach
management with this approach. In the words of the late Peter Drucker (1995: 250),
‘The essence of management is to make knowledge productive. Management, in
other words, is a social function. And in its practice, management is a truly liberal
art.’ The notion of management as a liberal art is an instructive one, and obligates
us to now consider several ideas that encompass this broader view of management,
including the need for intelligent change that the twenty-first century demands. The
reader will note that some of these ideas are also explored later in this volume,
but their potential value in expanding the capacity of museum management justifies
some judicious repetition in this introduction.

Self-organization

There is a burgeoning literature, and an enormous management consulting busi-
ness, devoted to improving organizational efficiency and effectiveness in all sectors
of society. A cursory search of the Internet using ‘business consulting’ revealed
82 pages of text. Whether it is books sold in airport bookshops, or the ever-
increasing number of business schools with MBA programmes, the task of helping
both profit and non-profit organizations to manage better is a growth industry of
extraordinary proportions. The demand is there, at least in the private sector, if a
recent survey of UK business consulting fees is any indication. The average salary
for a partner or director in a business consulting firm is 109,000 pounds sterling,
accompanied by an average bonus of 76,000 pounds sterling, or a total of 375,550
in Canadian dollars (Woodhurst 2005). Yet, despite all the efforts of organizations
and their management consultants to understand employees and to manage them
more effectively, many employees remain stressed, poorly managed and generally
dissatisfied. According to the World Health Organization (Galt 2000: B15; Leka,
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Griffiths and Cox 2003), stress, anxiety and depression will become the leading
causes of disability in the workplace over the next 20 years.

One way of promoting the growth, development and self-respect of museum
workers is to abandon or minimize hierarchical structures – the preferred organ-
izational model for the vast majority of museums. Various museums are learning,
however, that creativity can be stimulated by organizing differently (Farson 1996:
102–105), while many small museums have known this all along. A promising devel-
opment in this regard is the idea of self-organization, a group phenomenon that
occurs spontaneously when members of a group produce coherent behaviour in the
absence of formal hierarchy within the group, or authority imposed from outside
it (Stacey 1992: 6). Decisions are made at the most local level in the organization
where they can be made well, and this requires that managers respect and nurture
the so-called informal leaders – those individuals who exercise influence and author-
ity by virtue of their competence and commitment, and not because of any formal
position in the hierarchy. Informal leaders exist at all levels in all museums and
are essential ingredients in effective self-organization by fostering interaction and
interdependence. The key point is for management to focus on results, rather than
insist upon any particular process or means for achieving the results. David Bohm
(quoted in Jaworski 1998: 109), the physicist, writes that human beings have an
innate capacity for collective intelligence, based on dialogue. Dialogue does not require
that people agree with one another, but rather allows people to participate in a
pool of shared meaning that can lead to aligned action. Simply put, hierarchical
structures get in the way as staff attempt to navigate across and between organiza-
tional boundaries, be they departments, divisions or the manager’s office. Respons-
ible autonomy (Fairtlough 2005) is another alternative to hierarchy, and means a
group deciding what to do, and being accountable for the outcome. Accountability
is what makes responsible autonomy different from hierarchy. Zen Master, Suzuki
Roshi, succinctly summarized this new thinking when he said, ‘to control your cow,
give it a bigger pasture’ (quoted in Locke 2000: 28). An instructive example of
self-organization is the Museum of Anthropology in Vancouver, Canada (Krug, Fenger
and Ames 1999: 254). The boundaries of their position descriptions are flexible,
and the museum’s informal organizational structure consists of democratic, non-
hierarchical committees where the chairs rotate.

Of particular importance to museums is the increasing use of multidisciplinary,
multifunctional and cross-departmental teams that may include educators, marketers
and security staff, as well as curatorial and exhibition staff. In some instances, these
teams also include individuals from outside the museum, who are given both the
authority and responsibility for decision making, in partnership with museum staff
(Conaty and Carter 2005). Multifunctional teams are essential in cross-fertilizing
the rich storehouse of knowledge, skills and experience inherent in museums, not
only to develop programmes and exhibitions, but also to enhance the general level
of creativity, innovation and problem solving.

Reflexive management

Management is about coping with complexity (Kotter 1990: 103), and a necessary
ingredient in effective management is giving up certain unfounded beliefs, such as
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the belief in managerial control. This is essential because the future is not know-
able, as the links between cause and effect in organizations are complex, distant in
time and space and very difficult to detect (Stacey 1992: 11). The technical term
for this is non-linear feedback, and it means that the links between cause and effect
are lost in the detail of what actually happens in between. Because no one can fore-
see the future of an organization, managers and staff should not all believe in the
same things (Stacey 1992: 4), thereby avoiding the business tribalism mentioned
earlier. Museum workers should question everything and generate new perspectives
through discussion and dialogue. This approach is much more conducive to cre-
ation, invention and discovery, and all these are not only essential in addressing
complexity, but they are also prerequisites for innovation and creativity. Typically,
most museums continue to build on their strengths, becoming better and better at
what they are already doing well. As counterintuitive as it may seem, there are
more thoughtful approaches to management.

As the museum world becomes more complex, both managers and staff alike
would benefit from greater tolerance of ambiguity, instability and unpredictability,
although this is much easier to write about than to do. We are now dealing with
what is called open-ended change (Stacey 1992: 150–153), meaning that we do
not know with certainty what is causing the changes we are experiencing in our
organizations, or what the consequences will be. Old ways of doing things do not
necessarily work, and there is abundant confusion and anxiety. Open-ended change
is rampant in both our work and personal lives, and it is best addressed by iden-
tifying what the problems are, what the opportunities are and then deciding what
questions to ask. New mental models have to be developed and shared before the
challenges of open-ended change can be addressed (Stacey 1992: 156).

For example, there is a technique used in business to assist with the creation
of new mental models, known as scenario thinking or planning (De Geus 1997:
38–54; Schwartz 1996). Scenario planning is about thinking out loud and speculat-
ing, not making arguments requiring high burdens of proof (Scearce and Fulton
2004: 23). It is a simple, dynamic and flexible process that results in powerful
stories about how the future might unfold in ways relevant to a museum or a par-
ticular issue. An even more important result is a greater sense of the context in
which an organization operates today, and the contexts in which it may operate in
the future. Bearing in mind the growing complexity described in this introduction,
museums ignore these reflexive management tools at their own peril.

The second curve

It is common for museum managers to use a variety of change programmes and pro-
cesses to cope with this ever-increasing complexity. Many of these programmes are
ephemeral, often abandoned and quickly replaced by new and different approaches.
Some tough lessons have been learned as a result of the quick fix approach to man-
agement; the most important being that change in museums, as in all organizations,
must evolve in a way that sustains commitment and individual capacity. This takes
time, as change is a long march and needs ongoing leadership (Kanter 2000: 36).
Museums may need continuous care, not interventionist cures, and it has been
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suggested that nursing should be the model for all management (Mintzberg 1996:
66–67). This model implies the importance of steady and consistent caring and
nurturing. More ominously, it has been noted (Galt 2000: B15) that it is only a
matter of time before employers are held liable for the psychological harm caused
to employees by poor management practices.

Whether it is interventionist change or gradual change, the real challenge of
intelligent management lies in what is sometimes called second curve thinking. This
is in reference to the S-shaped or sigmoid curve, which actually sums up the story
of life itself (Handy 1994: 49–63). In effect, people, organizations and civilizations
start slowly, grow, prosper and decline. Decline, however, is not inevitable if you
adopt second curve thinking. This requires museum staff and leaders to challenge
all the assumptions underlying current success, and this must begin with questions.
Second curve thinking is admittedly a profound paradox, as it requires change,
or scenario planning at least, at a time when all the messages coming through are
that everything is fine. This is not as unrealistic as it may sound, if museums are
willing to consult people outside of the museum community, as well as hire them,
as they will bring in new ideas and fresh perspectives. It is also important to pay
particular attention to front line staff, including marketers, as they are in direct
contact with visitors and users, and are usually the first to know when something
is lacking or not working. In the final analysis, each museum is unique and must
find its way in this process. The fundamental requirement of second curve think-
ing is to be sceptical, curious and inventive before you have to be. If you don’t do
this before you are forced to, chances are you are already in decline. It requires
profound courage to move to the second curve. For many museums, steeped in
tradition and relatively privileged as a result of their widely recognized social status
within society, second curve thinking may exceed their grasp.

Leadership

Until now, no distinction has been made between management and leadership in
this introduction. Although often considered to be one and the same, they are best
described as two sides of the same coin. The challenge is to combine them, and
use each to balance the other (Kotter 1990: 103). It was noted earlier that man-
agement is about coping with complexity. Leadership, on the other hand, is about
coping with change (Kotter 1990: 104–107). This can mean a variety of things,
but fundamentally it requires keeping people moving ahead, most often in direc-
tions they have never taken or are reluctant to consider. This is done, in part, by
appealing to people’s needs and emotions, including the need for achievement, pro-
viding a sense of control over one’s life, and fostering the ability to live up to one’s
ideals. These are powerful considerations, and the study of leadership, like man-
agement consulting, is now a huge industry with an enormous literature, as well
as an abundance of conferences and experts. This lucrative bandwagon does not
diminish the fact that the thinking about leadership has become more intelligent
and relevant.

For the longest time, charisma and style were seen to be all-important leader-
ship characteristics. Fortunately, we are now beginning to see how important it is
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for leaders to motivate and inspire. This requires that leaders be clear about pur-
pose and direction, be inclusive, model the appropriate behaviours and recognize
and reward success, in addition to the other requirements noted above. Not so
obvious is the need to balance organizational and individual needs, sustain the energy
required to do all of the above and, perhaps most importantly, determine how
deeply to listen to the negative people whose voices are often the loudest. Along
with these requirements is the necessity to acknowledge and support the so-called
informal leaders mentioned earlier – those individuals who have no formal leader-
ship designation, but whose competence and influence are widely recognized and
respected.

Leaders must also not forget the ‘Principle of Systematic Neglect’ (Greenleaf
1996: 302). For responsible people, there are always more things to be done, or
that ought to be done, and this is especially acute in the world of museums. The
‘Principle of Systematic Neglect’ requires that effective leaders decide on the import-
ant things that need doing, in order of priority, and neglect all the rest. Leaders
are also increasingly required to be psychologically hardy (Kabat-Zinn 1990: 203),
and those who have this hardiness have several things in common. They believe
that they can make things happen; they are fully engaged in giving their best effort
everyday; and, last, they see change as a natural part of life. They see new situ-
ations more as opportunities, and less as threats. It is also important for museum
leaders to cultivate awareness, although, surprisingly, such awareness does not
necessarily provide solace. On the contrary, it may disturb and awaken. As one
management writer (Greenleaf 1996: 323) observed, ‘the able leaders I know are
all awake and reasonably disturbed’.

What are we learning?

Irrespective of the burgeoning complexities that buffet museums like a strong wind,
it is clear that museum academics, practitioners and educators are paying attention
to these current realities in a variety of ways, as evidenced by the articles in this
volume. It is not sufficient, however, to simply acknowledge management and
leadership complexities without an effort to consider their origin and implica-
tions. There are two key protagonists in this rising complexity, the first being the
rapid intervention of marketplace thinking in museum management. Standing
opposite this economic view of the world is the other protagonist – a museum’s
capacity for self-reference, meaning the ability to be guided by a clear sense of pur-
pose and values. This concept will be described in more detail shortly. Tempting
as it is simply to create a polemic and dismiss the economic view of the world
as outdated, the situation confronting contemporary museum management is
far denser. It is not an exaggeration to note that creatively managing the tension
between market forces and museum missions may turn out to be the most vital
issue confronting museums in the twenty-first century. At stake might well be the
identity of museums as unique social institutions or, conversely, their destiny as
impresarios in the business of architectural sensationalism and culture as enter-
tainment. This complexity has multiple origins, several threads of which will now
be examined.
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The first of these threads is the recognition that museums are complex port-
folios. Museums have numerous assets that can be conceived and operated strictly
as businesses, including food services, gift shops or facility rentals. Other assets have
nothing to do with the marketplace, such as the preservation and care of collec-
tions. It is essential for boards and managers to have a clear sense of which is which,
and not to confuse the two. Using visitor statistics, for example, to assess the suc-
cess of a museum, library or archive is misguided as it ignores the impact of a user
who writes a book that is read by thousands of people. It is also not useful to bemoan
the abandonment of traditional museum practices in the face of very real economic
and social imperatives. To do this is as naïve as insisting that museums must become
profit-driven enterprises if they are to survive in the contemporary world. In
short, neither the business nor the non-profit sector holds the exclusive keys to a
secure future. The world of museums is far too grounded in the uncertainties of
everyday life.

Part of this growing confusion, among managers and governing authorities alike,
is based on the belief that continuous economic growth is essential to our well-being,
and that the consumption of everything is an appropriate means to achieve unlimited
growth. There is every reason to believe, however, that limitless economic growth
is creating genuine and profound dilemmas, including destruction of the natural
environment and serious disillusionment with buying things as a means of personal
fulfilment. Much of this looming crisis, along with the attendant pressures on
museums, is a result of a widespread misconception in Western society that mar-
kets create communities. The opposite is true, as the marketplace and its activities
actually deplete trust (Rifkin 1997). It is the organizations of the non-profit sec-
tor, not government or business, which build and enrich the trusting, caring and
genuine relationships – namely, the social capital – upon which the marketplace is
based. These organizations range from political parties, to Girl Scouts, to muse-
ums, and there would be no marketplace without this web of human relationships.
Social capital is born of long-term associations that are not explicitly self-interested
or coerced, and it typically diminishes if it is not regularly renewed or replaced (Bullock
and Trombley 1999: 798).

The challenge for museum management is to help governing authorities, staff
and society to better understand these complexities and their implications, not
the least of which is that the reigning economic growth model is an ideology that
has profound implications for museums. This ideology is an integrated set of asser-
tions, theories and aims that constitute a socio-political programme. Its primary
measure of worth is money, which is at best a crude measure of success when applied
to museums. The application of strict economic criteria to museum management
is obviously misleading when, for instance, one considers that good collection
management is based on a 300- to 500-year business plan, not the quarterly results
common to business. In contrast, the average life expectancy of a company is
12.5 years, while the average lifespan of a multinational corporation (Fortune 500
or its equivalent) is between 40 and 50 years (De Geus 1997, 2005). The message
is vital – museum managers must be aware and thoughtful as they seek manage-
ment solutions to a host of paradoxes and unanswered questions. Bigger is not
necessarily better, and millions of dollars or pounds do not guarantee either mar-
ket sensitivity or organizational competence. Reputation, name recognition and the
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trust of visitors are not the property of bigness. These traits are about quality, and
worthiness can be achieved by museums of any size. In fact, smallness is often a
virtue when you consider the inherent inflexibility of most large museums. Small
museums can ‘think big’ through alliances, cost sharing and creative collaboration,
without all the inherent disadvantages of bigness (Ohmae 1998: 20).

A new direction

The other protagonist in the evolving story of management complexity, as men-
tioned earlier, is the concept of self-reference. This is a fundamental concept that
aids in sensible change in a turbulent environment. For all organizations, museums
included, self-reference means ‘a clear sense of identity – of the values, traditions,
aspirations, competencies, and culture that guide the operation’ (Wheatley 1994:
94). It can also mean letting go of past practices, and deciding what not to do any
longer. Self-reference can be a source of independence from the external environ-
ment. As societal forces demand new responses from museums, a strong sense
of self-reference provides the foundation for change. This is particularly import-
ant in avoiding new ventures and unmindful solutions that underlie the limited
lifespans of businesses and corporations noted above. This does not mean, how-
ever, that self-reference is a justification to remain beholden to tradition. On the
contrary, intelligent self-reference can be a source of strength and stability in a
turbulent environment, and allows a reconsideration of the role of museums in
contemporary society. Such rethinking is now well underway, and one expression
of this is an increasing interest in the social responsibilities of museums (Brown
and Peers 2003; Janes and Conaty 2005; Sandell 2002). We will conclude this intro-
duction with a discussion of the meaning and implications of socially responsible
museum work.

The idea of a socially responsible museum is grounded in a new sense of account-
ability, as well as in new approaches to achieving long-term sustainability. This work
places a greater emphasis on values, both moral and societal, while also respect-
ing the marketplace. Defining what socially responsible museum work means for
museums is neither simple nor formulaic as there are a multitude of possibilities
and approaches. It is also important to realize that there are no fixed procedures
or rules for engaging in socially responsible museum work, and all museums have
the opportunity to explore and discover what is appropriate and useful for them.
The underlying premise, however, is the time-honoured assumption that museums
exist for the public good. Put another way, social responsibility might be considered
the ‘will and capacity to solve public problems’ (http://www.pew-partnership.org/
resources.html). Broadly speaking, being socially responsible can also mean facilit-
ating civic engagement, acting as an agent of social change or moderating sensitive
social issues (Smithsonian Institution 2002: 9).

A recent collection of case studies describing socially responsible museums (Janes
and Conaty 2005: 8–10; Block 2002: 47–65) revealed that they had at least four
values in common, including idealism, intimacy, depth and interconnectedness. Idealism
means thinking about the way things could be, and then taking action, rather than
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simply accepting the way things are. The second value is intimacy, which is about
communication and the quality of the contact that is made. Quality communica-
tion lies in direct experience and there is no substitute for human relationships, and
all the time, energy and attention these relationships require. Depth is about being
thorough, complete and building relationships with particular groups of people, as
well as about thinking, questioning and reflecting. Finally, there is interconnect-
edness, reflected in the growing societal awareness of the deep connections between
our own well-being and that of our families, organizations, the environment and
the whole of humanity. All these values are essential for museums that wish to under-
stand what is important to their communities.

From a practical management perspective, museums also need to ensure that
there is a sense of shared purpose, and that a commitment to socially responsible
work is enshrined in the museum’s mission. In addition, there is an ongoing need
for active experimentation and risk taking. Most innovation occurs from hundreds
of small changes and ideas which add up to enormous differences. Socially respons-
ible work is also a shared responsibility, and museums must be prepared to reach
out to their communities to acquire the expertise and experience they themselves
lack. Last, is the vital importance of openness, as boards, staff and volunteers must
feel free to discuss their values and beliefs. This makes for a more authentic museum,
and is the foundation for socially responsible work.

None of these things will guarantee success in this era of unanswered questions,
if one accepts, as the late Peter Drucker noted, that management is a liberal art.
Knowledge, flexibility, passion are also essential ingredients in balancing the para-
doxes of contemporary museum management. For museums to achieve balance,
governing authorities and staff must get much better at defining strategic futures
for their museums, while also ensuring that their boards are representative of com-
munity diversity and aspirations. One size does not fit all, and the marketplace is
but one interpretation of reality. There is also no such thing as a single manage-
ment approach, or a perfect organizational or leadership model. The key component
of management is creativity, including imagination, intelligence, judgement and com-
mon sense (Lapierre 2005: 8–9). Gone are the days when one year of experi-
ence, repeated 20 times, is acceptable for museum managers and leaders. They must
learn continuously, a notable challenge for those who are unwilling or unable to
read the museum literature, not to mention the abundant knowledge outside of
the museum field. Curators can no longer be content to claim authority on the
basis of knowledge that is often exclusively theirs. Knowledge stemming from
collections and their stories is a precious resource, and it must be shared in any
number of ways. A curator is not only a keeper, but also a messenger of a museum’s
collective wisdom. Why can a curator not make explicit the successes and failures
of our species in a manner that could inform and guide contemporary behaviour,
whatever the particular society happens to be? Even as museums seek to include
and honour varied perspectives, marketers must come to understand that the cus-
tomer is not always right, and that all museums have a leadership role in defining
the value they add to communities. Together, marketers and curators could begin
by simply asking if there are any deficiencies in their community that their museum
could help to address. In summary, all these questions reach far beyond education
and entertainment as the primary mission.
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It is helpful to consider socially responsible museum work as a purpose-filled
experiment, whose intention is just as much about learning as it is about achiev-
ing (Block 2002: 3). In doing so, the choice of a worthy destination is more import-
ant than simply settling for what we know will work. This, in turn, requires a
willingness to address issues that have no easy answers, and these are legion, encom-
passing the need for greater intercultural understanding, our persistent failure to
steward the natural environment, the growing plight of the disadvantaged, and the
contested ground of consumerism versus the responsibilities of citizenship. As the
articles in this volume aptly demonstrate, the challenges of museum management
and marketing are many, and much is being done to address these complexities
creatively and forthrightly, and in a manner that effects positive change.

The economic necessity of seeing people and communities as museum audiences
needs no further explanation, but it is hoped that the exploration of museums as
meaningful social institutions will continue to grow to inspire the next generation
of museum workers. Understanding does not necessarily mean resolution, how-
ever, as it is those problems that we will never resolve that claim the lion’s share
of our energies (Conroy 1988: 70). What is essential is the need to keep reflection
and dialogue alive, and to avoid stagnation, complacency and the tyranny of out-
moded tradition. Management and marketing are means to an end, not ends in
themselves. They are essential tools with which to address the endless stream of
uncertainties, paradoxes and questions that beset any thoughtful museum. The essen-
tial task of all sound leadership and management is to ensure both individual and
organizational consciousness. Management and marketing, as is true of most of human
thought, will continue the ceaseless cycle of new theories, fads and trends. Despite
all this activity, there are no silver bullets or panaceas, as this book demonstrates.
It is only through heightened self-awareness, both organizational and individual, that
museums will be able to fulfil the lofty triad of preservation, truth and access (Weil
2004: 75).
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PART ONE

Museums and Change
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Introduction to Part One

Richard Sandell and Robert R. Janes

Management and change are synonymous; it is impossible to under-
take a journey, for in many respects that is what change is, without
first addressing the purpose of the trip, the route you wish to travel
and with whom. Managing change is about handling the complex-
ities of travel. It is about evaluating, planning and implementing
operational, tactical and strategic ‘journeys’ – about always ensur-
ing that the journey is worthwhile and the destination is relevant.

R.A. Paton and J. McCalman, Change Management, p. 2

MU S E UM S H AV E N O T G E N E R A L LY been renowned for their willingness to
embrace change or, indeed, for their capacity to effectively engage with the

imperatives and opportunities which accompany it (Hushion 1999; Janes 1999;
Lewis 1992). Rather, their reaction has often been characterized by indifference,
caution, scepticism and a desire to retain traditional values and working prac-
tices (Middleton 1990; Moore 1994). In recent decades, however, as the pace
of change dramatically increases, resistance and inaction have proved to be
untenable positions to maintain and museums have been forced to confront the
challenges, navigate the obstacles and adapt to the opportunities presented by ever
more complex, unpredictable and highly dynamic operating environments.

Rapid social, economic, political and technological changes have, of course,
been brought to bear not only on museums, but also on organizations of all kinds,
in both the for-profit and not-for-profit sectors. Change has come to be widely viewed
as a ubiquitous, inescapable phenomenon and one which has, as a consequence,
become increasingly central to the discipline of management. Indeed, growing
recognition of the pervasiveness and significance of change is reflected in the
emergence of a large and rapidly expanding body of management literature that
offers an array of models, strategies and tools designed to equip organizations
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with the capacity to survive and thrive in turbulent and unpredictable times. Through
this literature, ‘change management’ has emerged as a concept and set of prac-
tices concerned not only with strategies for coping with the myriad external forces
that can threaten to derail organizations, but also with the strategic advantages
to be gained from internal flexibility, organizational agility and the proactive
instigation of continuous change from within. The ways in which organizations
approach the concept and engage with the realities of change are now viewed by
many leading management thinkers as powerful determinants of their future
performance – of their ability to succeed or to fail.

The articles we have included in this section shed light on varied aspects of
change and approach the topic from very different perspectives. John Kotter,
one of the leading thinkers in the field of change management, provides the only
contribution to the Reader which is not directly concerned with museums but,
instead, draws on experiences and examples from the business sector. While we
would argue that management theories developed in the for-profit environment
cannot be uncritically and straightforwardly transplanted to the museum context,
his accessible and thought-provoking contribution nevertheless offers valuable
insights into the process of change and the pitfalls most commonly experienced
by organizations attempting to transform and renew themselves. Although first
published over a decade ago, Kotter’s article also establishes a strong connection
between leadership and the process of organizational change, a theme which has,
in recent years, received growing attention in the literature on both management
and museums and which resurfaces for further consideration in many of the sub-
sequent articles in this volume.

Stephen Weil’s seminal article considers how powerful forces of change
have radically reshaped the museum from an organization principally focused on
collections, preservation and scholarly research to one that must now also be con-
cerned with audiences, education, public service and broader social change. The
transformation Weil describes not only illustrates the far-reaching effects of
change, but also usefully offers a way to understand the circumstances which have
led to the widespread adoption of management and the growing prominence of
marketing within museums. His account of change helps to explain the increased
interest in, and engagement with, theories and practices stemming from these
disciplines which had previously been viewed as irrelevant to, and incompatible
with, the world of museums.

Whereas Weil’s contribution offers a largely historical account of change,
Christine Burton and Carol Scott consider the implications that growing competi-
tion, shifting attitudes to leisure time and evolving patterns of leisure consump-
tion might hold for museums today and in the future. Their thought-provoking
analysis blends theoretical perspectives from marketing and related disciplines with
in-depth empirical investigation of audiences, revealing the value of research (and,
in particular, an in-depth understanding of the needs, attitudes, behaviours and
expectations of existing and potential audiences) in enabling museums to anti-
cipate and adapt to change.

While the theme of change can be seen to run through many of the art-
icles included in this Reader (and indeed more broadly in the museum studies

1 8 R I C H A R D S A N D E L L A N D R O B E R T R . J A N E S

MMA_C02 31/1/07 9:21 AM Page 18



literature), surprisingly few reflections on the process of organizational change
in museums have been published (Gurian 1995). The last two articles in this
section offer valuable insights into this topic through the eyes of different indi-
viduals involved in a process of renewal at a single institution – the Glenbow
Museum in Canada. Robert Janes, the then President and CEO of Glenbow, pro-
vides an honest account of the challenges, paradoxes and opportunities presented
by organizational change and the impact of these on the institution and its staff.
Drawing on concepts from the field of change management, his analysis alerts
us to the need for, and the value of, new ways of thinking and new modes of
practice to equip museums with the capacity to live with uncertainty. Although
the effects on staff are commonly acknowledged in the literature on managing
change, they are most frequently viewed from the perspective of senior manage-
ment in terms of their potential to constrain or to facilitate organizational trans-
formation. The personal experiences of individuals have largely been excluded
from accounts of institutional change. The final article helps to address this
deficit in understanding by considering the same set of events at Glenbow but, this
time, from the perspective of a cross-section of staff occupying different roles
within the museum. Their reflections attest to the importance, in any change man-
agement process, of understanding, respecting and dealing with an organization’s
culture – ‘the unique configuration of norms, values, beliefs and ways of behav-
ing that characterises the manner in which groups and individuals combine to
get things done’ (Eldridge and Crombie 1974). As these highly personalized
accounts further illustrate, organizational change can be demoralizing, stressful,
debilitating and painful and yet, at the same time, exciting, stimulating, energiz-
ing and empowering.

References

Anderson, G. (ed.) (2004) Reinventing the Museum: Historical and Contemporary
Perspectives on the Paradigm Shift, Walnut Creek, California: AltaMira Press.

Eldridge, J.E.T. and Crombie, A.D. (1974) A Sociology of Organisations, London:
Allen and Unwin.

Gurian, E.H. (1995) Institutional Trauma: Major Change in Museums and its Effect on
Staff, Washington DC: American Association of Museums.

Hushion, N. (1999) ‘Managing change or navigating turbulent times’, Museum
International, UNESCO, 51(2): 44–49.

Janes, R.R. (1999) ‘Embracing organizational change in museums: a work in progress’,
in K. Moore (ed.) Management in Museums, London and New Jersey: Athlone.

Lewis, P. (1992) ‘Museums and marketing’, in J.M.A Thompson (ed.) Manual of Curator-
ship: A Guide to Museum Practice, London: Museums Association, Butterworth.

Mason, R. (2006) ‘Cultural theory and museum studies’, in S. Macdonald (ed.) A
Companion to Museum Studies, Oxford: Blackwell Publishing.

Middleton, V. (1990) ‘Irresistible demand forces’, Museums Journal, February: 31–34.
Moore, K. (ed.) (1994) Museum Management, London and New York: Routledge.
Paton, R.A. and McCalman, J. (2000) Change Management: A Guide to Effective

Implementation, 2nd edn, London: Sage Publications.

I N T R O D U C T I O N T O P A R T O N E 1 9

MMA_C02 31/1/07 9:21 AM Page 19



C h a p t e r 2

Leading Change
Why transformation efforts fail

John P. Kotter

OV E R T H E P A S T D E C A D E, I have watched more than 100 companies try to
remake themselves into significantly better competitors. They have included

large organizations (Ford) and small ones (Landmark Communications), companies
based in the United States (General Motors) and elsewhere (British Airways), cor-
porations that were on their knees (Eastern Airlines), and companies that were
earning good money (Bristol-Myers Squibb). These efforts have gone under many
banners: total quality management, reengineering, right sizing, restructuring, cul-
tural change, and turnaround. But, in almost every case, the basic goal has been
the same: to make fundamental changes in how business is conducted in order to
help cope with a new, more challenging market environment.

A few of these corporate change efforts have been very successful. A few have
been utter failures. Most fall somewhere in between, with a distinct tilt toward
the lower end of the scale. The lessons that can be drawn are interesting and will
probably be relevant to even more organizations in the increasingly competitive
business environment of the coming decade.

The most general lesson to be learned from the more successful cases is that
the change process goes through a series of phases that, in total, usually require
a considerable length of time. Skipping steps creates only the illusion of speed
and never produces a satisfying result. A second very general lesson is that critical
mistakes in any of the phases can have a devastating impact, slowing momentum
and negating hard-won gains. Perhaps because we have relatively little experi-
ence in renewing organizations, even very capable people often make at least one
big error.

Source: Harvard Business Review, March–April 1995, vol. 73, no. 2: 59–67.
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Error #1: Not establishing a great enough sense of urgency

Most successful change efforts begin when some individuals or some groups start
to look hard at a company’s competitive situation, market position, technological
trends, and financial performance. They focus on the potential revenue drop when
an important patent expires, the five-year trend in declining margins in a core busi-
ness, or an emerging market that everyone seems to be ignoring. They then find
ways to communicate this information broadly and dramatically, especially with
respect to crises, potential crises, or great opportunities that are very timely. This
first step is essential because just getting a transformation program started requires
the aggressive cooperation of many individuals. Without motivation, people won’t
help and the effort goes nowhere.

Compared with other steps in the change process, phase one can sound easy.
It is not. Well over 50% of the companies I have watched fail in this first phase.
What are the reasons for that failure? Sometimes executives underestimate how
hard it can be to drive people out of their comfort zones. Sometimes they grossly
overestimate how successful they have already been in increasing urgency. Some-
times they lack patience: ‘Enough with the preliminaries; let’s get on with it.’
In many cases, executives become paralyzed by the downside possibilities. They
worry that employees with seniority will become defensive, that morale will
drop, that events will spin out of control, that short-term business results will be
jeopardized, that the stock will sink, and that they will be blamed for creating
a crisis.

A paralyzed senior management often comes from having too many managers
and not enough leaders. Management’s mandate is to minimize risk and to keep
the current system operating. Change, by definition, requires creating a new system,
which in turn always demands leadership. Phase one in a renewal process typically
goes nowhere until enough real leaders are promoted or hired into senior-level jobs.

Transformations often begin, and begin well, when an organization has a new
head who is a good leader and who sees the need for a major change. If the renewal
target is the entire company, the CEO is key. If change is needed in a division, the
division general manager is key. When these individuals are not new leaders, great
leaders, or change champions, phase one can be a huge challenge.

Bad business results are both a blessing and a curse in the first phase. On the
positive side, losing money does catch people’s attention. But it also gives less maneu-
vering room. With good business results, the opposite is true: convincing people
of the need for change is much harder, but you have more resources to help make
changes.

But whether the starting point is good performance or bad, in the more
successful cases I have witnessed, an individual or a group always facilitates a frank
discussion of potentially unpleasant facts: about new competition, shrinking mar-
gins, decreasing market share, flat earnings, a lack of revenue growth, or other relev-
ant indices of a declining competitive position. Because there seems to be an almost
universal human tendency to shoot the bearer of bad news, especially if the head
of the organization is not a change champion, executives in these companies often
rely on outsiders to bring unwanted information. Wall Street analysts, customers,
and consultants can all be helpful in this regard. The purpose of all this activity, in
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2 2 J O H N P . K O T T E R

Establishing a Sense of Urgency
Examining market and competitive realities
Identifying and discussing crises, potential crises, or major opportunities

Consolidating Improvements and Producing Still More Change
Using increased credibility to change systems, structures, and policies that don’t fit the vision
Hiring, promoting, and developing employees who can implement the vision
Reinvigorating the process with new projects, themes, and change agents

Planning for and Creating Short-Term Wins
Planning for visible performance improvements
Creating those improvements
Recognizing and rewarding employees involved in the improvements

Forming a Powerful Guiding Coalition
Assembling a group with enough power to lead the change effort
Encouraging the group to work together as a team

Creating a Vision
Creating a vision to help direct the change effort
Developing strategies for achieving that vision

Communicating the Vision
Using every vehicle possible to communicate the new vision and strategies
Teaching new behaviors by the example of the guiding coalition

Institutionalizing New Approaches
Articulating the connections between the new behaviors and corporate success
Developing the means to ensure leadership development and succession

Empowering Others to Act on the Vision
Getting rid of obstacles to change
Changing systems or structures that seriously undermine the vision
Encouraging risk taking and nontraditional ideas, activities, and actions

Figure 2.1 Eight Steps to Transforming Your Organization
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the words of one former CEO of a large European company, is ‘to make the
status quo seem more dangerous than launching into the unknown.’

In a few of the most successful cases, a group has manufactured a crisis. One
CEO deliberately engineered the largest accounting loss in the company’s history,
creating huge pressures from Wall Street in the process. One division president
commissioned first-ever customer-satisfaction surveys, knowing full well that the
results would be terrible. He then made these findings public. On the surface, such
moves can look unduly risky. But there is also risk in playing it too safe: when the
urgency rate is not pumped up enough, the transformation process cannot succeed
and the long-term future of the organization is put in jeopardy.

When is the urgency rate high enough? From what I have seen, the answer is
when about 75% of a company’s management is honestly convinced that business-
as-usual is totally unacceptable. Anything less can produce very serious problems
later on in the process.

Error #2: Not creating a powerful enough guiding coalition

Major renewal programs often start with just one or two people. In cases of suc-
cessful transformation efforts, the leadership coalition grows and grows over time.
But whenever some minimum mass is not achieved early in the effort, nothing much
worthwhile happens.

It is often said that major change is impossible unless the head of the organ-
ization is an active supporter. What I am talking about goes far beyond that. In
successful transformations, the chairman or president or division general manager,
plus another 5 or 15 or 50 people, come together and develop a shared commit-
ment to excellent performance through renewal. In my experience, this group never
includes all of the company’s most senior executives because some people just
won’t buy in, at least not at first. But in the most successful cases, the coalition is
always pretty powerful – in terms of titles, information and expertise, reputations
and relationships.

In both small and large organizations, a successful guiding team may consist of
only three to five people during the first year of a renewal effort. But in big com-
panies, the coalition needs to grow to the 20 to 50 range before much progress
can be made in phase three and beyond. Senior managers always form the core of
the group. But sometimes you find board members, a representative from a key
customer, or even a powerful union leader.

Because the guiding coalition includes members who are not part of senior
management, it tends to operate outside of the normal hierarchy by definition. This
can be awkward, but it is clearly necessary. If the existing hierarchy were work-
ing well, there would be no need for a major transformation. But since the cur-
rent system is not working, reform generally demands activity outside of formal
boundaries, expectations, and protocol.

A high sense of urgency within the managerial ranks helps enormously in putting
a guiding coalition together. But more is usually required. Someone needs to get
these people together, help them develop a shared assessment of their company’s
problems and opportunities, and create a minimum level of trust and communication.

L E A D I N G C H A N G E 2 3
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Off-site retreats, for two or three days, are one popular vehicle for accomplishing
this task. I have seen many groups of 5 to 35 executives attend a series of these
retreats over a period of months.

Companies that fail in phase two usually underestimate the difficulties of pro-
ducing change and thus the importance of a powerful guiding coalition. Sometimes
they have no history of teamwork at the top and therefore undervalue the import-
ance of this type of coalition. Sometimes they expect the team to be led by a staff
executive from human resources, quality, or strategic planning instead of a key line
manager. No matter how capable or dedicated the staff head, groups without strong
line leadership never achieve the power that is required.

Efforts that don’t have a powerful enough guiding coalition can make appar-
ent progress for a while. But, sooner or later, the opposition gathers itself together
and stops the change.

Error #3: Lacking a vision

In every successful transformation effort that I have seen, the guiding coalition
develops a picture of the future that is relatively easy to communicate and appeals
to customers, stockholders, and employees. A vision always goes beyond the num-
bers that are typically found in five-year plans. A vision says something that helps
clarify the direction in which an organization needs to move. Sometimes the
first draft comes mostly from a single individual. It is usually a bit blurry, at least
initially. But after the coalition works at it for 3 or 5 or even 12 months, some-
thing much better emerges through their tough analytical thinking and a little
dreaming. Eventually, a strategy for achieving that vision is also developed.

In one midsize European company, the first pass at a vision contained two-
thirds of the basic ideas that were in the final product. The concept of global reach
was in the initial version from the beginning. So was the idea of becoming pre-
eminent in certain businesses. But one central idea in the final version – getting
out of low value-added activities – came only after a series of discussions over a
period of several months.

Without a sensible vision, a transformation effort can easily dissolve into a list
of confusing and incompatible projects that can take the organization in the wrong
direction or nowhere at all. Without a sound vision, the reengineering project
in the accounting department, the new 360-degree performance appraisal from
the human resources department, the plant’s quality program, the cultural change
project in the sales force will not add up in a meaningful way.

In failed transformations, you often find plenty of plans and directives and pro-
grams, but no vision. In one case, a company gave out four-inch-thick notebooks
describing its change effort. In mind-numbing detail, the books spelled out proced-
ures, goals, methods, and deadlines. But nowhere was there a clear and compelling
statement of where all this was leading. Not surprisingly, most of the employees with
whom I talked were either confused or alienated. The big, thick books did not rally
them together or inspire change. In fact, they probably had just the opposite effect.

In a few of the less successful cases that I have seen, management had a sense
of direction, but it was too complicated or blurry to be useful. Recently, I asked

2 4 J O H N P . K O T T E R

MMA_C02 31/1/07 9:21 AM Page 24



an executive in a midsize company to describe his vision and received in return a
barely comprehensible 30-minute lecture. Buried in his answer were the basic
elements of a sound vision. But they were buried – deeply.

A useful rule of thumb: if you can’t communicate the vision to someone in
five minutes or less and get a reaction that signifies both understanding and inter-
est, you are not yet done with this phase of the transformation process.

Error #4: Undercommunicating the vision by a factor of ten

I’ve seen three patterns with respect to communication, all very common. In the
first, a group actually does develop a pretty good transformation vision and then
proceeds to communicate it by holding a single meeting or sending out a single
communication. Having used about .0001% of the yearly intracompany communica-
tion, the group is startled that few people seem to understand the new approach.
In the second pattern, the head of the organization spends a considerable amount
of time making speeches to employee groups, but most people still don’t get it
(not surprising, since vision captures only .0005% of the total yearly communica-
tion). In the third pattern, much more effort goes into newsletters and speeches,
but some very visible senior executives still behave in ways that are antithetical to
the vision. The net result is that cynicism among the troops goes up, while belief
in the communication goes down.

Transformation is impossible unless hundreds or thousands of people are will-
ing to help, often to the point of making short-term sacrifices. Employees will not
make sacrifices, even if they are unhappy with the status quo, unless they believe
that useful change is possible. Without credible communication, and a lot of it, the
hearts and minds of the troops are never captured.

This fourth phase is particularly challenging if the short-term sacrifices include
job losses. Gaining understanding and support is tough when downsizing is a part
of the vision. For this reason, successful visions usually include new growth possib-
ilities and the commitment to treat fairly anyone who is laid off.

Executives who communicate well incorporate messages into their hour-by-
hour activities. In a routine discussion about a business problem, they talk about
how proposed solutions fit (or don’t fit) into the bigger picture. In a regular per-
formance appraisal, they talk about how the employee’s behavior helps or under-
mines the vision. In a review of a division’s quarterly performance, they talk not
only about the numbers but also about how the division’s executives are contribut-
ing to the transformation. In a routine Q&A with employees at a company facility,
they tie their answers back to renewal goals.

In more successful transformation efforts, executives use all existing com-
munication channels to broadcast the vision. They turn boring and unread com-
pany newsletters into lively articles about the vision. They take ritualistic and tedious
quarterly management meetings and turn them into exciting discussions of the trans-
formation. They throw out much of the company’s generic management education
and replace it with courses that focus on business problems and the new vision.
The guiding principle is simple: use every possible channel, especially those that
are being wasted on nonessential information.

L E A D I N G C H A N G E 2 5
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Perhaps even more important, most of the executives I have known in suc-
cessful cases of major change learn to ‘walk the talk.’ They consciously attempt to
become a living symbol of the new corporate culture. This is often not easy. A
60-year-old plant manager who has spent precious little time over 40 years think-
ing about customers will not suddenly behave in a customer-oriented way. But I have
witnessed just such a person change, and change a great deal. In that case, a high
level of urgency helped. The fact that the man was a part of the guiding coalition
and the vision-creation team also helped. So did all the communication, which kept
reminding him of the desired behavior, and all the feedback from his peers and
subordinates, which helped him see when he was not engaging in that behavior.

Communication comes in both words and deeds, and the latter are often the
most powerful form. Nothing undermines change more than behavior by import-
ant individuals that is inconsistent with their words.

Error #5: Not removing obstacles to the new vision

Successful transformations begin to involve large numbers of people as the process
progresses. Employees are emboldened to try new approaches, to develop new ideas,
and to provide leadership. The only constraint is that the actions fit within the broad
parameters of the overall vision. The more people involved, the better the outcome.

To some degree, a guiding coalition empowers others to take action simply by
successfully communicating the new direction. But communication is never sufficient
by itself. Renewal also requires the removal of obstacles. Too often, an employee
understands the new vision and wants to help make it happen. But an elephant appears
to be blocking the path. In some cases, the elephant is in the person’s head, and
the challenge is to convince the individual that no external obstacle exists. But in
most cases, the blockers are very real.

Sometimes the obstacle is the organizational structure: narrow job categories
can seriously undermine efforts to increase productivity or make it very difficult
even to think about customers. Sometimes compensation or performance-appraisal
systems make people choose between the new vision and their own self-interest.
Perhaps worst of all are bosses who refuse to change and who make demands that
are inconsistent with the overall effort.

One company began its transformation process with much publicity and actu-
ally made good progress through the fourth phase. Then the change effort ground
to a halt because the officer in charge of the company’s largest division was allowed
to undermine most of the new initiatives. He paid lip service to the process but
did not change his behavior or encourage his managers to change. He did not reward
the unconventional ideas called for in the vision. He allowed human resource sys-
tems to remain intact even when they were clearly inconsistent with the new ideals.
I think the officer’s motives were complex. To some degree, he did not believe
the company needed major change. To some degree, he felt personally threatened
by all the change. To some degree, he was afraid that he could not produce both
change and the expected operating profit. But despite the fact that they backed the
renewal effort, the other officers did virtually nothing to stop the one blocker. Again,
the reasons were complex. The company had no history of confronting problems
like this. Some people were afraid of the officer. The CEO was concerned that he
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