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• Keeping up with the artistic director’s vision and with the artform you work in (so 

that your commitment to the art itself cannot be questioned); 

• Learning to speak in the languages of other departments; 

• Making time for internal communications. 

Kate then explained her top-tips, based on her own experience of what works; 

• Create your own support and information network.  It means that you have allies, 

ambassadors, and regular two-way information flow with all parts of the 

organisation.  Generally, get to know your colleagues better – and call their bluff 

if necessary. 

• See, and tackle, the issues before they become problems.  For example, who in 

the organisation is most going to be affected by our activity?  Let’s speak to 

them first. 

• Be the first to know what is going on in your area of specialism so that no-one 

can put you on the back foot. 

• Don’t be afraid of asking for help – from colleagues, from outside the 

organisations or from professionals. 

• Don’t take things personally… and don’t dig your heels in; sometimes other 

people are right. 

Lastly, she reminded participants that conflict and negotiation are – and always will be – part 

of the job. 

…who controls communication, but the listener?  Alec Coles, Tyne & Wear 

Museums 

Alec’s session was about the challenges of building commitment amongst staff to the 

organisation and its purpose.  This has been a specific challenge for Tyne and Wear 

Museums (TWM) which comprises eleven museums in different locations, five local authority 

funders, and eight funding stakeholders including the Department of Culture, Media and 

Sport (DCMS), Renaissance in the Regions and the University of Newcastle; they employ 

320 paid staff, plus 200 volunteers and have a turnover of £9m.  In summary, he suggested 

that building staff commitment is about:   

• Ensuring communication at and across all levels; 

• Establishing common goals that can be understood by everyone;  
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• Developing staff to ease communication; 

• Sharing success, celebrating and rewarding achievement; 

• Understanding the role of internal competitive markets; and 

• Establishing cross-site and cross-disciplinary teams. 

He had two pieces of advice for participants embarking on an internal communications 

strategy: 

• Staff commitment is key, and this means commitment to a clearly articulated … 

• Common purpose. 

The mission statement for TWM is: 

To help people define their place in the world, and define their identities, so 

enhancing their self-respect and their respect for others. 

Alec sees the museums just as tools to achieve this mission, which is underpinned by the 

following core beliefs: 

• We make a positive difference to people’s lives; 

• We inspire and challenge people to explore their world and open up new 

horizons; 

• We are a powerful educational and learning resource for all the community, 

regardless of age, need or background; 

• We act as an agent of social and economic regeneration; 

• We are accountable to the people of the north east. 

Not everyone within the organisation can quote the mission statement, but everyone knows 

what the organisation is about and both understand and agree that there is a greater good 

than just putting art on the walls.  This shared understanding is the glue that holds the whole 

organisation together and everything else flows from that. 

He explained the ways in which the organisation encourages staff to engage with what TWM 

does. 

• Shared responsibility:  everyone has, and knows they have, responsibility for the 

output of TWM.  This has the effect of obliterating blame, creates multi-

disciplinary teams and it also gets people to work harder! 
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• Shared credit:  no-one is billed above anyone else and there is a tacit 

assumption, when things go well, that it will have been a team effort; 

• Avoid silos: TWM makes sure that people don’t hide behind their specialisms; 

• Avoid heroes:  if there is a hero there is also an anti-hero: TWM takes a more 

egalitarian view; similarly, they encourage people to … 

• Avoid favourites: no departments or individuals have more influence on 

proceedings than others; 

• Cross boundaries/sharing skills: this is related to avoiding silos, but it gives 

people opportunities to experience other departments, other ways of working 

and it really increases mutual understanding.  Secondments, job swapping etc 

are common in the organisation.   

• Investing in People:  Alec admits that TWM don’t always get it right, and they 

haven’t yet succeeded at being awarded Investors in People, but are taking the 

process seriously and are spending a lot of time and energy on it. 

In terms of communicating messages internally, the main advice is to avoid surprises: 

• Keep people informed:  TWM holds two meetings a year with as many staff as 

possible where people are acknowledged and informed.  They get good and the 

bad news.   

• Newsletters are good:  TWM does use e-mail, but Alec has started a printed 

newsletter so that staff members from all the museums are informed whether or 

not they have access to technology.  But it takes time, costs money and it needs 

a dedicated member of staff.   

• Use the right medium:  it would be much cheaper to e-mail the newsletter to 

staff, but the staff have requested a paper format so it costs the organisation £5-

6K a year, plus a dedicated member of staff.  The response has been 

phenomenal and justifies the cost. 

• Personal messages:  each newsletter is individually addressed, which is time-

consuming but shows that the organisation values each member of staff.  

Individuals are also, sometimes, sent personal messages if there is good or bad 

news to communicate. 

• Put yourself about:  they try to make sure that the top managers are physically 

visible. 
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• Don’t patronise:  empty praise is spotted a mile off. 

• Do challenge:  as is true of most organisations, TWM have some difficult people 

in post who obstruct activity and damage morale. Alec advises that although you 

can try and bring them along, it can be demoralising for other staff members, 

who are not receiving the same attention.  TWM decided not to work around 

difficult people any more, and they spend their energy and resources on the 

people who are supportive and need to be encouraged and motivated. 

Alec went on to talk about the TWM brand.  Each museum is sold to the audiences 

individually but the TWM brand is important for the DCMS and for audience development.  

This means that the individual museums are often competitive with each other.  Competition 

tends to be a mixed blessing, he says, but on the whole it is a positive factor in generating 

commitment. 

He maintains that a positive take (based on a real knowledge of what the organisation is 

good at an not so good at) is essential for staff commitment. You need to: 

• Believe you can be the best 

• Prove that you can be the best 

• Show why you are the best … 

• … and how everyone can contribute 

• Make sure you stay the best 

• Continually test yourself 

• Learn from your setbacks.  
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Alec believes that looking after the staff, ensuring good communications and focusing 

on staff commitment are the reasons why TWM is so successful.  They have steadily 

grown over the last 10 years (see diagram below) and are the most successful local 

authority museum service in the country.   

The reason that the DCMS continues to fund TWM directly is because they successfully 

attract C2s, Ds and Es through their audience development work, for which there is plenty of 

evidence.  (Some staff have a problem with this because they suspect that the programmers 

are dumbing down rather than providing access; nevertheless, the least that can be said is 

that the discussions take place around real evidence). 

There are a number of other elements that contribute to the commitment and motivation of 

staff: 

• Alec says that the organisation always delivers on promises and celebrates 

successes; 

• They are proud, too, of the number of national museums and galleries that TWM 

works in partnership with.  These partnerships have a huge impact on audiences 

and on staff morale, as well as giving our staff wonderful opportunities to travel 

and gain experience of other organisations. 

• Reward and recognition are also important; Alec tries to make sure that the right 

people are recognised, and not necessarily those at the top of the organisation;   
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• TWM doesn’t, however, employ schemes such as Performance Related Pay or 

‘employee of the month’ awards, credit lists and others popular methods aimed 

at motivating staff as they have found such schemes to be patronising, divisive 

and demoralising.  However, they do put staff in for outside awards.  One of the 

stewards was regularly receiving letters of praise from customers so he was put 

forward for a NW Tourist Board award, and won the prize for Outstanding 

Contribution to Tourism.  

Alec acknowledged that sometimes they get it wrong:  they sometimes forget to share credit, 

they sometimes forget to explain or give sufficient information, and sometimes they don’t 

trust their staff sufficiently; but they value their staff and the customers appreciate it. 

Developing a holistic, company-wide approach to communications delivery:  

Lesa Dryburgh, Stop the Pigeon  

In Lesa’s experience, all organisations have benefited from a company-wide approach to 

communications.   Holistic communications can improve relationships with visiting 

companies/artists, and can quickly aid the development of action plans for audience 

development and customer care.  This session aimed to be a practical way of eliminating the 

barriers that stand in the way of good internal communications. 

Lesa’s background is as an internal communications specialist working with companies such 

as Contact, Urbis and the Octagon.  She started the seminar by asking participants two 

questions to help them identify their perfect vision of holistic communications: 

• What do you want less of? 

• What do you want more of? 

Here are some of the answers that people gave: 

Less of More of 

Keeping information secret until the last 

minute. 

Physical barriers to communication, such as 

room layout, different buildings etc. 

Less information such as e-mails with large 

attachments. 

Time wasted on ineffective meetings. 

Effective meetings. 

Staff ownership of direction. 

Understanding of each other’s roles 

Opportunities for job swapping. 

More opportunities to see things from a 

different point of view. 


