
REFLECTING ON MY TIME AT THE BRITISH COUNCIL

The British Council sought change.  Press announcements in 2006 flagged the challenge for the organisation to bring the arts operation into the 21st Century.   A strong creative response was needed to a new global context.  The creative and organisational ideas I had explored over previous five years, at NESTA and in the Creative Innovation Unit at Southbank Centre and the excellent work of Missions, Models, Money could now shape a new modus operandi for the British Council and I was invited to join them in 2007.  It was exciting.
I was offered a range of comment about my decision to go to the Council. These varied from “Why would you want to work for an organisation that represents the Empire?”  To, “Why would you want to take a job there? Organisations aren’t the place to work at the moment, they want to symbolise change but are fiercely risk averse and neutralise or repel change agents.”Having gained a reputation as a change maker and agitator for progress (always a difficult position to occupy) I had worked globally with marginal support from the British Council, notwithstanding the brilliant India office.   As the British Council’s consultation confirmed later, like many in the arts sector I found it difficult to engage with the organisation.  There was no transparent way to receive or understand policies, no equitable route to apply for funds or gain information on the opportunities, no coherent process to put forward ideas, no capacity to engage meaningfully and little means of accountability.  We needed to reinforce that the British Council exists to further Cultural Relations and position the Arts as vital to this role.  Big challenges especially in the light of them having had a series (4-5 I think) of Directors of Arts trying to make headway over the previous 5 years.
A letter of support said, “For the first time in a long time we have someone with a serious track record heading a key part of the cultural infrastructure with the vision, credibility and ability to make a difference.”  Perhaps I should’ve been flattered that the “old school” immediately sprang into action to inhibit the change process, even before plans were released.  Clearly anyone who dared to threaten the status quo or who asked searching questions was seen as “outside”. Many times the Arts operation has been asked to modernise, yet as the rest of the Council has changed the arts has stagnated.  The open consultation instigated while I was there was the first that had taken place in over 25 years.  This had resulted in a huge disadvantage in terms of investment and the ability for the arts to punch above its weight within the organisation.  Thereby reducing the impact it has on international goals.  To some all change is bad even when it is clearly for the better.  For the arts to be, “at the heart of the organisation,” this had to be rectified.
A Council-wide UK Operations Change Process had begun months before I arrived, though not finished, with the Arts Group identified as an area for completion.  Once this process had ended a new vision could be created. There was agreement on the way forward and I was instructed by the Executive Team to push on.  It was critical that a new vision of Why? What?, How?, When?, and Who?, was started only once the When? , and Who?, of the last change process had been concluded.  A gentle, intellectual and complex discourse about the arts and international cultural relations began and extensive consultation was planned.  I’m supposing it was in the interests of some to confuse the process by leaking mis-information thereby conflating the two processes and bouncing the organisation into creating a heavily corporate public consultation document.   It is a mystery to me why, when previous leaks had been severely dealt with, there was no investigation into the source of this information or from whence it emanated?  
Despite this, during my time there (July 07 – May 08) we achieved some very valuable things:

· The most extensive public consultation the British Council has undertaken, certainly for Arts Group but importantly for the organisation itself.  It allowed all voices to be heard, listening to what needed doing and where effort should be exercised.  It was a little disappointing to see so may faces that had regularly worked with the British Council.  It confirmed my thoughts that the organisation was not as well networked as it thought and tended to turn to the same groups both for advice and assistance with delivery.  Consultation with the youth sector and international agencies remains outstanding.    
· Commitment for up to £10 million per annum of new investment - particularly to enable new partnerships, encouraged me to introduce a host of new potential partners with significant levels of resource.
· A review of staffing, engagement and accountability processes, introducing ideas for improvement.
· Contributions to landmark DCMS and European Commission Reviews with national and international seminars setting out innovative approaches and new products and services.  

Across the arts people graft to maximise meagre resources.  It is paramount that there is no waste, that value is extracted for every pound and every pound is used as leverage.  I make no bones about it, flying round the world for endless discussions which moved projects forward by inches did not sit well.  Effective delegated decision making can ensure resources are directed both internally and externally for better impact.  Zenna Atkins the Chair of Ofstead recently made an assessment of the Civil Service, ”I have never met such bright people who really care about what they are doing but they are working in a machine with a set of customs, cultures and practices that are utterly antiquated.”  When there is no consequence for underperformance, it inevitably encourages negative ways.   Many “ways” in the British Council surprised me.  Holding the most senior arts post I attended the most consultation sessions, yet, in nine months I was never invited to present to the Board.  This, despite the Arts being loudly touted externally,  as being at the heart of the operation.  Another surprise was that I was not the nominated spokesperson for the arts, so was not able to correct mis-information or clarify the direction of change.   Finally, for now, the intellectual basis for the key programme themes seems very thin.  For example, I read leading philosophers on the concept of intercultural dialogue, yet there was no shared research to draw upon and nowhere to hold discourse on conceptual ideas with colleagues.  Other nations might say it is characteristic of the British to focus on utilitarian process rather than ideas.  

The hierarchical workings of the “private office” are fascinating more than surprising.  Passionate and insightful documents would pass through a private secretary, a personal assistant and a policy officer and emerge in baffling corporate speak.  It must be fashionable these days to mirror Whitehall!  
I would like to mention the importance of leadership in any change process.  The job of leaders is to empower their staff and lend consistency and support when it’s tough.  There has to be courage and commitment from the top.  Margaret Hodge recently asked publicly, “Why do we not get more women leaders and more diverse leaders in our organisations?”  The truth is we will only retain our talent if we are prepared to embrace and back difference and creativity.  My creative capacity was not enabled at the British Council and maybe my peers are still in the same position.  Whatever the senior leadership of the organisation claim, how hard will they push for innovation in their respective areas now?  
Public sector organisations talk about innovation and entrepreneurship and people toil away unnoticed trying to make it happen.  One rarely comes across individuals who are prepared to exercise leadership and wrestle with the practicalities of what this means for the culture of the business.  The commercial nature of parts of the British Council (teaching of English and the administration of exams) may sit uneasily with FCO subsidy.  Arguably the instruments and dynamics needed to make an organisation effective and cohesive in running such programmes are different to those needed for the arts and creativity.  But harmony is possible if innovative ideas are embraced.  In my view innovation should be heralded through the front door to create a sustainable 21st Century operation, not ignominiously sneaked in through cracks in brickwork.

I understand the challenges and the potential of international opportunities for the arts.  I will use the experience and knowledge I have gained to explore more freely alterative models for international working.   
In November 2008 an edited version of this article was published in Arts Professional, I said then…..As a catalyst for progress I will continue to work with the Council.  I have done this delivering a key partnership programme for them and two important research papers, which I hope they have the courage to publish.  
The results of the consultation were heavily edited and wrapped up in a report by Graham Devlin, which contained nothing unexpected - very convenient for all concerned.  We were assured that there would be movement forward…so far – over a year on - and we have seen the appointment of Graham Sheffield as an outside Arts Advisor.  Graham is brilliant but busy and not resourced, and rather like the brilliant Elizabeth Filkin when she was trying to raise standards in public life, I fear he will be thwarted.  More to the point he already has a voice in artistic strategy and surely we need more and different voices?  However, his appointment does lend a fig-leaf of credibility.  

Where are the open application processes…?

Where is the transparent dissemination of information so thus far excluded potential deliverers can get a look in….?

Where is the intelligence from overseas nations that we all seek so keenly?  Where are the shared forums?  

More to the point are you involved?  

What we need is a far more coherent, open, fair and value for money approach to international engagement and if you’d like to read more about that then look at this website in a couple of months time and some ideas on the way forward will be posted.  I was lucky enough to have access to all the notes taken from the consultation sessions so maybe you will see some of your views reflected.
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