Reflections on Institutional Trauma a speech for the Western Museums Association annual 1996 meeting 



When I was staff inside a museum, I was always struck by the job definitions that senior staff gave to themselves. Invariably they did not think their own job description included direct responsibility for those psychological issues about staff morale.



While they saw staff morale as important, they believed that the care and feeding of the staff was the province of those entrusted with human resources and personnel issues further down the administrative chain.



It was almost as though staff contentment or lack thereof was an issue separate from the central business of the institution and its senior managers. It was a subject and expertise that one paid for. If the staff was discontent then something needed to be done by others so that the senior staff could get about their real jobs �� the more important business of managing, curating, building, fundraising, and negotiating with government and other power brokers.



Now since I am no longer young, let me stage for my younger colleagues and reminisce about the days and the generalized world view we had in the 1970's when we got ready to move the Boston Children's Museum. During the 60's and 70's there was a general fascination with personal angst and the amelioration of same that could be achieved by investing in personal introspection guided by trained therapists who were exponents of many different theories and therapeutic modalities. If you were, what shrinks then called “good healthy neurotics” you could relive your past indignities and set out to change your current and future patterns of behavior. I was then the wife of a psychiatrist and had fascinating dinner conversations about methods and outcomes.



The 70's and 80's were also times in which people were fascinated with the role and importance of the individual manager and many management books were written about his or her personality type and how she or he could be more effective. This was done with a belief in the importance of personal leadership.



Yet there were also books extolling the virtues of "company culture" and suggestions on high to create a good workplace. This was followed by the rise of TQM, flat hierarchies and group buy�in.



There was also an interest in inevitable processes. Ericson's stages of life, Maslow's stages of individual maturity, the stages of the grieving process and the stages of alcoholic recovery were known to many.



In the early 1980's I set about trying to figure out if there was an identifiable group process that whole staffs experienced during and after an acknowledged trauma. Postulating that the staff morale was indeed all senior administrators responsibility, could they ameliorate the worst of the consequences.
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At the time, I did not know if the process was tied to the specific nature of the precursor event or if, like the grieving process, all staff went through the same steps regardless of the specific causes.



I applied for and got a grant from NEA that allowed me to move to England for half a year and I wrote the introduction and "Moving the Museum" while sitting in a business library embedded in a culture far more intrinsically different than I had foreseen. I had discovered during my time in the London Business School library that indeed no�one had written such a book in which senior staff were helped with the management of whole staffs suffering from overexposure to large scale events. somehow these divergent management and individual psychological interests had not been merged.



The chapter completed, I returned to the museum to find my own professional life in an upheaval with the resignation of my long time mentor, boss, colleague and friend �Michael Spock. I did not work on the book for ten years.



I did however share the chapter with friends, who shared it with others and the chapter began an oddesy of its own. It has touched an important nerve in the museum community. Senior managers wanted help during that strange and isolating business of managing extreme difficulty and this chapter kept them company.



So Jet me keep some company with you today. It is my hope that armed with the experience of others, you will go forth with renewed energy to face the challenges posed by change and mitigate the trauma felt by your colleagues, while also taking care of your own beleaguered and often lonely selves. And let me state up front that taking care of yourself, retaining some equilibrium to your own life, taking time out to refresh and rethink, and giving time to those outside the museum whom you hold dearest � your family and your friends of old, is not shirking your museum responsibility but, quite the contrary, the most important way you can also bring optimism back to your staff. The role model of the unremitting teeth clinched workaholic is a non�reassuring model to those around you.



Leaving that important aside, let us begin with some definitions:



"...(trauma is:) an event in the subject's life defined by its intensity, by the subject's incapacity to respond adequately t it, and by the upheaval and

long�lasting effect that it brings about in he psychical organization ....The trauma is characterized by an influx of excitation that a is excessive by the standard of the subject's tolerance and capacity ....ln adopting the term, psychoanalysis carries that three ideas implicit in it .... the idea of a violent shock, the idea of a wound and the idea of consequences affecting the whole organization.'





'Laplance, J., and Pontalis, B. (1980) THE LANGUAGE OF PSYCHOANALYSIS, London, Hogarth Press, P. 465�466.
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Now museums rarely suffer from a instant identifiable wound, rather it is usually more like "chronic illness" the cause of the suffering is itself, complex and happens over time. In many cases, the traumatic events are multiple and come with some rapidity. Further a staff has no sooner readjusted than another traumatic event takes place. It is in the nature of all complex business, that significant change is more the norm than is predictable placidity. Changes like the death or firing of one director inevitably leads to the hiring of a new one. The trauma of budget downsizing and the loss of staff inevitably leads to the cancellation of programs or conversely the loading up of undoable work expectation for the remaining staff. The results of building a new building are thorough going and causes the entire organization to reassess organization structure and assign new job responsibility.



All of these are included in the inevitable life changes of any organization. But some of these changes, including those listed above, swamp the staff in such a thorough going way that each person inevitably reassesses their own personal role and their willingness (or lack thereof) to continue to participate further.



We live in a society where, when provoked, individual action is still possible and when not addressed group action is not only possible but predictable. Profound change comes on a continuum from knowingly volunteering to participate ��such as building a new wing or moving a museum to events that took all by surprise such as the death of the director or the physical destruction caused by hurricanes and tornadoes. But in all cases, staff have one thing in common, they are not solely responsible for the outcome and are often in positions of compromised power to effect their own lives. In an organization under stress, it is easy for staff to feel like victims.



The results of all large scale change seem to be a predictable tenderness and vulnerability that seeps through the whole staff, first individually and then systemically and lasts a long time. The phases of staff reaction seem to be the same regardless of the cause. The single largest significant consequences about management inattention to the signs and signals of staff distress is work disruption within 18 months of the cessation of the event. You pay no attention at your peril.



The following, by extrapolation of individual work stress symptoms, by be indicators that unrelieved group stressors are present:

•	excessive employee illness or absences

•	large number of individual upheavals, such as marital separations, diverse, excess drinking, etc.

•	collective depression and lethargy resulting in work slowdown

•	interest in grumbling, rumors and scapegoating so consuming that it interferes with output

•	agitation, secret meetings, petitions, strikes or work stoppages

•	staff complaints to board members

•	unanticipated and seemingly inordinate staff turnover
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I have since I have edited this book, taken each of these symptoms extremely seriously

no matter how isolated and insignificant they appear at the time. I tend to stop and

investigate thoroughly enough so that I can find out how widespread the dissatisfaction

is and how it can be ameliorated. I try very hard to separate the individual who has

brought the symptom to my or my staff s attention from the complaint itself.

Responsible staff too easily dismiss individual staff members as complainers or trouble

makers when they might be the bravest of an intimidated bunch. It bears investigation

to discern if the complaint is justified no matter who the complainer is. My psychiatrist

husband used to say, "Even Hypochondriacs get sick".



It is also been my experience that complaining comes from a very real optimistic belief that something can be done to fix the problem. It is a sign of health, no matter how disruptive and annoying it might seem. Staff who no longer belief in the administrations interest or ability in fixing the problem no longer complain, they organize. And they give you endless warnings and opportunities to fix the issues before they do. I have found that staff are basically an optimistic (even if grumbling) bunch. They want things to get better.



It is my experience that staff continue optimistically to face difficulties no matter how server and to suggest positive solutions so long as they feel they:

are being dealt with honestly have access to both good and bad, but timely information are respected and recognized for their production and devotion believe that nonperformance is dealt with consistently and fairly understand the mission and objects of the organization believe that leaders are advocating on behalf of the staff

�	trust management is doing whatever it can to regain control of the situation

Now that I am no longer a staff member but a consultant and deal only with organizations in systemic change, let me comment from the perspective of seeing more than more organization at a time from an aerial view. Here is a random list:



•	most senior staff do not pace themselves but believe that if exert themselves in order to fix things immediately in front of them, life will get better.

•	there is generally not enough recognition, in small or large ways, for work well done.

•	there are not enough formal pauses built into any project that allow all collectively to see how far they have come and to celebrate their joint accomplishments.

•	There is not enough humor and general antic behavior that provides relief.

•	Management entrusted with making decisions either flinch so that decisions are not timely or make decisions arbitrarily and without enough explanation.

•	In the press of time, there are not enough routinized avenues of reliable information.
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•	Rarely do senior staff avail themselves of the support they could receive if they shared bad news or their unsuccessful attempts to fix the situation.

•	There needs to be a more timely way to replace the underground with the "above ground" information.

•	Staff wish for management to accept that making painful decisions is their job and not a collective responsibility. Bravery is one of the performance assessments staff make of leaders.

•	There needs to be a better job in sharing high performance expectations.

•	we need to train our staff. We fail to understand that gifted people excited about growing into new responsibilities do not necessarily have the basic skills to accomplish them. Staff tend to fake it in fear that their new tasks will be taken away.

•	There is not enough recognition that we do not all share a common world view and that multiculturalism means an understanding of fundamental differences that need to be not only accommodate but transformed into a new agreed pattern of work. This is much harder than liberals would have you believe.

•	Businesslike management practices about financial accountability and deadline management can be taught to all levels. Institutions as a whole, not just the administrative arm can begin performing within a universally agreed set of expectations if the management formats encourage this.

•	Staff interconnectedness functions quite like a family, and more allowances need to be made that accommodate the exergencies of the event. People need to jointly care for the sick, attend the school performances, enjoy the new babies and otherwise care for their own. Rules too strictly held send a message of heartlessness and too flexible reward sloppiness.



I have long believed that we, as supervisors and staff, must work hard to make our internal work lives feel OX because the visitors we serve can intuit it. Simplistically, if the staff cares for each other, visitors will sense the staff cares about them, too. If the internal administrative process is arbitrary and biased, if respect for the value of each employee is not the norm, if the internal discourse is allowed to be abusive, then no matter what we do with our program, the public will likely remain wary and on edge.



The converse is also true. If our program is a little ragged but our spirit is enthusiastic, if we are really happy to see our visitors, they will forgive us and get on with the business at hand, exuding a palpable sense of well being.



Our internal life and our mission are not separated by a barrier but more like a semi�permiable membrane. We will be better served when we believe that trauma to our staff needs our attention but let us remain realistic, large scale change is never comfortable and cannot be totally ameliorated no matter what we do. There is a wide scale belief that it is how we survive and learn from the trauma that shapes our lives most profoundly. It is certainly true that if survival has left staff with a feeling of accomplishment, group coherence and shared success, then no matter how awful some of the pieces were the staff and the senior management can go forward with
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some justified pride in their courage, their grittiness, their humanity, their creativity and their resilience.



In ruminating a year after the disastrous Hurricane, Hugo, had hit his museum, the highly gifted director, John R. Brumgardt, wrote in INSTITUTIONAL TRAUMA, (AAM, Washington DC, 1995, p. 74):



"in sum, our experience was grueling � none of us wants to go through such a

time again � but it provided an enhanced sense of mutual confidence and pride

among both board and staff. Working together, we maintained The Charleston

Museum as a viable, progressive organization .... this attitude was confirmed by

a casual remark a year aft Hugo when department heads assembled in my office

to discuss the progress of Hurricane Lili, then heading toward Charleston... the

nervous atmosphere of such meetings n previous years was noticeably absent.

It was now replaced by the calrri observation and determination of veteran

experience. As one senior curator noted... "we can do it again". I had always

been proud of my staff .... at that moment 1 was particularly so"







Thank you.
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