Creative Leadership (2005)
This was written for the launch of Zerbanoo Gifford’s Website.

Many thanks for the invitation to write the inaugural article for this new website.  I have chosen to write on the subject of Creative Leadership and women, a subject that has preoccupied my thoughts for some time and has generated interesting discussion whenever I raise it in public.  I hope it will stimulate you to respond with our own views and add to the growing debate.

The journey began in 2000 when I was in post as Chair of the East Midlands Cultural Consortium appointed by the Secretary of State for Culture, Media and Sport and simultaneously running the Nottingham Playhouse, a prestigious theatre in the Midlands.  A group of thinkers from across the creative spectrum, from broadcasting to visual arts, were thinking about our task ahead – to create a 10 year cultural strategy for the region – when thoughts and questions about leadership began to muscle their way into my mind.  

· Why do our most senior political leaders not emerge from the cultural sector, when culture is the glue that holds us together, the backdrop that influences our perception of the way we live and manage our society?
· Should the term cultural leader mean more than a leader that operates within the arts and culture sector?

· How do we create leaders that can significantly shape the cultural landscape rather than just manage to operate better within the status quo?

· What are the barriers that prevent cultural leaders achieving their aspirations?

· Why were some of our landmark cultural initiatives running into trouble?

· Where might the cultural sector in the future find new inspiration and challenge?

· Do we have the vision, ambition and skills in the UK cultural sector that could be enhanced by international encounters?  Or be applied more widely than in the UK?

The ability for culture and creativity to shape the world seems to me to be staggering yet as a country we hardly invest in its leadership to assist us with the exploration of notions of identity and value, of self esteem and inertia.  
It was clear from my experience and initial research that at the highest level technical capabilities were less important than tactical management and the ability to manage dynamics.  Leaders were engaged in a delicate act, balancing national/regional imperatives (the climate), organisational needs (the environment) and personal values (the self). Circumstances would often be exacerbated by limited access to new models, shared learning and intellectual refreshment.  It is in this arena of intangibles where women can score highly. Women leaders on the international scene flex the characteristics (not new to many women who have to employ them everyday just to survive) that are associated with creativity.

· Resilience – the ability to lock on to a problem solving facility and stick with it, tolerating frustration, confusion and grappling with uncertainty.
· Resourcefulness – generating fresh ideas and possibilities, keeping options open and being skilful with the use of assets as well as being able to adapt and modify them.

· Reflection – The ability to ask questions, observe, challenge conventions and assumptions, to review ideas and think and learn independently.

· Relationships – the ability to make connections, to apply unrelated ideas or use knowledge in new situations, to look for trends and patterns and communicate ideas in unexpected and new ways.

Some women are able to combine these with two additional attributes that exponentially magnify the benefits of the characteristics themselves.  Firstly, the willingness and ability to take risks, which perhaps comes about because women have to weigh up situations all the time as the main nurturers and investors in the future.  Or maybe because there is a more empathetic and visceral connection to the, ‘no pain no gain’ maxim?  Or perhaps because they have to keep so many ‘balls in the air’ they are born risk assessors!  Secondly, a sophisticated intuition that allows them to explore and deal with the moral ambiguities successfully and courageously in a way that is free from the fear of the accusations of “a soft approach” that could head towards them or their male counterparts from the largely male cohort of technocrats that surround them.
I carried these thoughts to NESTA (the National Endowment for Science, Technology and the Arts) and we have started a new leadership initiative underpinned by the following thinking.
· We are living in an increasingly diverse society where the importance of understanding other cultures is thrown into sharp focus.  Leaders will be tested in dealing with information exchange, methodologies, mind-sets, new-models and behaviours and they need to build their ability to work outside the current dominant leadership thinking and dominant cultural trends if they are to discern and appreciate inter-cultural connections.  

· Globalisation has been embraced on an economic level but not on a cultural level and potentially there is great benefit to cultural aesthetics and sensibilities from positive interaction.

· Leaders are going to need to be more adventurous, more networked and will need to operate in a more demanding climate if they are going to engage with and exploit niche and diversity.  We need to learn to approach our potential cultural collaborators and markets in the spirit of exchange and sharing.

· Abroad, the UK has a good reputation for organisation but there is an opportunity to build an edge in the market place in terms of creative and cultural vision and increase employability across the world which will be beneficial for our own cultural industries as well as UK Plc.

Each award is to a talented individual and is tailor made.  We have found inspirational leaders from around the world whom we believe have had experience in balancing the dynamics outlined above and who have also driven through initiatives in new ways.  Our hope is that by pairing UK leaders with these leaders abroad, over time, they will, through understanding their journeys, exchanging experiences, operating in another culture, sometimes working outside their sector and reflecting on the challenges, gain a range of new ideas and models to draw on in the future and develop a more sophisticated understanding of international encounters and diversity.  Simultaneously, they draw on their nurturing skills to peer mentor another NESTA awardee who is somewhere else in the world.  In this way each awardee gains an overview of three cultures from which they can draw sustenance in the future.  For more information go to www.nesta.org.uk
Apart from a more technical evaluation, I hope there will be impacts on perceptions, and attitudes, that the lessons may take us nearer to answering some of the questions I outlined at the start of this article.  I very much hope it will assist towards restoring the obscuring of the feminine in modern life that has perhaps led us to a life out of balance, what the Hopi Native Americans called koyanisquatsi.  
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