Consultant Speech AAM 1999

I will speak about two useful roles that describe my current practice ‑‑ the expert and the acting. There is a certain illusionary, and perhaps interchangeable, quality about both.

I am an Expert. A title I have gotten used to. I saw it for the first time filled out in the United Nations form that sent me to Mauritius. And a title the officials of the museums there used when they met me. It is a useful title for you to know about.

In my children's museum days we were going to publish a bumper sticker which read "experts are flying in from the coast" and give them away as Christmas presents. It is a good thing I DO live on the coast.

But why was I dismissive then and proud now. Because in my youthful arrogance I believed that 1 could present any argument cogently and win on merit. I guess I still believe that but now 1 also believe that there is a short cut that is useful and certainly time and energy saving ‑ the expert will present it.

Expert is a role that is played by an outsider with an incontrovertible reputation. The reputation is built on merit espoused by others but a certain self promotion does not hurt. It is useful, but not necessary, for the expert to be venerable. But one thing is clear, the expert has to have done real work in their earlier or current life. They colleagues have to believed that it was good work. They expert can be a consultant
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but they can, and often are, working folks who just work elsewhere. The essential ingredient is that they do not work for your organization.

But what does the expert do and when is it useful to hire them. Depending on the specialty the expert demonstrates, cajoles, mentors and reassures. Most importantly they undo stuck places where all the stakeholders are insiders and tired or dismissive of each other and relatively unwilling to move forward.

It is my experience that being stuck is the most common form of institutionalized resistance. Unsticking is most efficiently and dramatically helped by an outsider who all parties agree is an~expert.

Experts tell boards that staff are doing fine, they tell staff that this problem is normal, even ordinary. Experts have a broader experience and have seen it before. No one wants to be stuck with a unique problem. They want company in their misery. I currently keep company as a job description.

Experts assess and are candid. They must truly want the client to become unstuck but they must not care excessively about the actual outcome chosen. They are map builders. They must be compassionate and sympathetic because being stuck is painful but they also must be calm and not become drawn into the fray. They must believe the project is worthy and that there is a solution to be found. They must believe in the potential of the staff. The expert is in the staff building business.
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When would staff, especially leadership, hire the expert. When the board has need of reassurance, when the staff is in a closed loop system of old ideas, when new skills are needed as modeling in a hurry, when both doing and demonstrating is the quickest way to building new inside capacity.

The expert can be seen as a good guy bringing in new ideas. The expert can be seen as the bad guy helping with change. In either case, the expert does not care. They go home. And going home is the one nontransferable advantage the expert has. They can take all the projected emotion with them leaving the leadership of the museum freer.

I make a pact with the directors I work with and far. They promise ‑ almost an oath ‑​that they will never say "See I told you so" or otherwise publicly gloat. They will tell me all the wonderful ideas they have been advocating for which have become stuck. l will assess them for realism. If I think they are either unrealistic or detrimental to the organization, I will tell the director privately. I never publicly shame nor rarely publicly write bad news. However if the ideas, I feel, are good ones ‑ and they almost always are. I will proclaim them with surprise as if they just came to me and ‑‑ voila ‑‑ the expert says it and it has currency. (It is the inevitable and sad conclusion I always have that we truly are not valued enough in our own homes)
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Sometimes I am called into to assess a place that is in trouble and I deliver a full report within a week which outlines succulently and exactly all the trouble. I get credited with being nearly clairvoyant. f am not and there is no trick to doing this. I just interview everyone and they tell me. An institution knows what is wrong and has all the good ideas inside about how to fix it. But the people are carrying incomplete information and the power system is such that they cannot be heard adequately. They tell the expert in the hope that something wilt be done. Most of the time that hope is actualized. The expert is accorded power enough to be listened to. Listened to is not always the same as acted upon. But getting a full hearing for issues is one of the advantages the expert brings that cannot always be substituted by internal persistence.

Now I am an acting director which is not the same as a pretend director. I use a whole passel of experts in every aspect. Some are sitting on this dais. I have found it to be the easiest and quickest way to jump start an organization. Because their job is to both do and teach they leave the organization richer. I am convinced that the role of the expert should be considered one of the most important tools of any administrator and applied deftly whenever they feel they are stuck.

Let me talk a little about the role as acting in some leadership capacity. It is a role increasingly offered to independent museum professionals and it is one that I have cherished. I am both the director and not the director. The director because I have all the rights and privileges thereof but also not in that by open agreement everyone understands that I am not staying. It is in this temporary role that speed of change is, I
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believe, the easiest. We, collectively want something done before I leave. It is also in the "not business as usual" that I am affective. Because I am not business as usual. So rebuilding patterns that need revamping is my brief. I am an outsider/insider. I know and love the institution but I am not there forever. But l am there long enough for the new ways to become part of the culture. And I am NOT a candidate for the full time position. My moves cannot be judged in the light of promoting my own future. I think there is room to discuss the use of acting positions from within an organization but in this case I am speaking about the use of a person who is carrying no insider baggage and who will not be compromised if they do not land the position permanently.

Appointing acting anything is still seen as a decision made under emergency conditions. I now am in the position to suggest to some number of institutions that the best way to affect certain kinds of change may be to quite self consciously hire an acting director between two permanent directors. i know that my colleagues here and in the audience have had the same experience as acting heads of departments as well and that the process has also been a good one.

So I would suggest to my younger and more impetuous self that another role that would have been useful to know about and to use judiciously would have been appointing an acting position.
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