Peter Fell transcript
Question 1

I’m the director of Regional Electronic Affairs at the University of Manchester and I’ve been in this post for ten years. But I’ve also been a serial trustee and and indeed chair with a number of voluntary organisations across the northwest. Most of those if not all were in the arts and one of those, obviously, has been Arts about Manchester. Also I’m a board member of Corner House, a trustee of the monastery in Gorton. Have recently been appointed by the secretary of state as the vice chair of the Museum of  Science and Industry in Manchester and have also been chair of the RAC in the northwest. So I think I know quite a lot about the voluntary and non-profit sector in Liverpool and Manchester.

Question 2   
I’ve known Ivan, the chief executive for a number of years. I was made aware Arts about Manchester was looking for a chair. Under the Arts about Manchester constitution as was, the chair had to be a member of an independent organisation, not one of the members. The chair was not traditionally a member of the arts sector as such. So I saw the advertisement, applied, and was taken out for lunch by the outgoing chief executive. I agreed, I think, after about five minutes that I would take on the role. That was four years ago. I said I would do it for three years and I’m still here and I suspect I’m going to be here for a couple more years. 
Question 3   
Arts about Manchester was structured in a very interesting way when it was formed in that it was a cooperative organisation made up of the members who were all arts and cultural organisations within the confines of the geography of greater Manchester. The organisation was set up to encourage and develop trading between the organisations and also to provide a number of key services particularly in marketing and public relations type activities. The organisation increasingly was starting to operate in Manchester and more and more of the services were starting to move in a commercial direction so as a board we became increasingly aware that we were trading on the edge of our legality and therefore we needed to move away from a cooperative status irrespective of anything else. All this was made more complicated by the fact that our sister organisation in Liverpool went through some very difficult financial issues and eventually was collapsed which meant that within the wider northwest there was no balance in terms of audience development between Greater Manchester, where Arts about Manchester was acting very effectively and Merseyside where the organisation was very slim. 
After a series of conversations with the board and stakeholders we took the view that rather than wait for change to be forced on us by our funders i.e. Arts about Manchester we would embrace the opportunities of the demise of the agency in Liverpool and seek to become the development agency for the wider northwest. And so we commenced a very long and protracted series of conversations with our stakeholders, with our funders and critically with the arts council who have been very supportive all the way through to take us through this enormous change: a change in our status from a cooperative to a charity with company status; from a  change of organisation which was operating only in Greater Manchester to one covering all of the northwest; and also an organisation that was needed to change its name because we were known as Arts about Manchester and in fact the arts was no longer relevant as we covered more than the arts, we clearly covered more than Manchester. So the only part of the name that was appropriate was the word about and what we are seeking out to do is to even to use that part of the name to try and find a new name which sets out very clearly what we do and our wider remit.

Question 4

The thing which will be interesting about the changes at Arts about is as well as the external changes that I referred to we’ve had to undergo some quite significant internal changes as well. The first point I want to make which is a very important one is the traditional model in terms of finances of Arts about was that we received roughly a third of our income from the membership; a third of our income from grants, from people like the arts council; a third of the income was earned largely through consultancy. What we have found in the new model is that the membership income will effectively be taken away because we are moving from a membership organisation to a more traditional company charity model. As a result of that, in order to recoup the funding we would have received from the members we need to provide services which are paid for services. In other words, the arts organisations can choose to opt in or opt out. The outcome of all of this is that we need to be even sharper commercially as an organisation and one of the things that we’ve needed to do is to change the nature of our staffing structure, to take account of that. We’ve needed to focus very clearly on a new post in the organisation which is a business development manager which I believe is one of the critical posts within the organisation. And we’ve also needed to ensure that the staff in general appreciate that they are much more customer facing than they might have had to in the past. Changing the structure has also had a number of other internal issues in that because we shifted from being a cooperative to a charity company, effectively the staff changed organisation and as a result we are covered by ( _ ) where the staff had to go through the whole of the (   ) process which everyone knows is quite a complicated and proper process to go through. 
A further issue is that the organisation has been growing quite rapidly and in the five years that I’ve been involved we’ve gone from about ten members of staff to where we are now, which is about twenty-five. We have also shifted as an organisation traditionally from a business to consumer organisation. In the last five years we have been operating in the business-to-business market but with the next few years ahead of us we expect to be moving back to the business-to-consumer market and one of the main changes is that the organisation has been commissioned by a number of tourist-based organisations in the northwest to develop a major (   ) facility which if it works as well as we hope will be a significant revenue earner and indeed will change the financial bounce of the organisation because we suggest that in a five year period this will be our main income stream.
Question 5

The approach that I’ve adopted has been based largely on three elements. The first of those was to work closely with Ivan the chief executive, to give him support, encouragement on a personal basis but also we put in place an incentivized financial package which, if he delivered the process that we had in mind, meant there was a bonus which he would be paid. I have a series of regular meetings with Ivan and when I was going through the sharpest part of this change those meetings were quite regular, maybe weekly and indeed with regular phone calls. 

The second has been to engage with the key board members. My (  )  there has been to make sure that board meetings are very short and very punctual and a waste of time. I don’t recall any board meeting lasting longer than 90 minutes. As a result of that the 4-5 members critical board members who know the organisation and share its core values have remained with us through the transition period and indeed have become board members of the audience development company. What we are now seeking to do is grow that membership a little more so that it isn’t as much the focus as it has been in the past.
And the third element was keeping the key strategic stakeholders on board in particular the arts council and I accompanied the chief executive on two or three visits to the Arts Council to make the case indeed and with the arts council engaged private sector consultants to help us through the process. The other stakeholders have been the Greater Manchester political bodies, in particular who might have worried about Arts about moving away from being a Manchester-centric organisation to one serving the wider northwest. I think in all of those by working very carefully and critically with the chief executive we’ve been able to ensure that the project that we both believe so strongly in has been successful.

The new financial and company structure has new risks and the biggest risk attached to that is that under the old system the members effectively paid their staff once a year on a regular basis and it was almost built into the organisation’s budgets. Under the new arrangements members will pay for the services as and when they receive them and if they are unhappy with the quality of that service they will clearly stop using them. So we are moving into a real commercial area of activity and the staff need to be more and more commercially minded and realise that the clients with whom they operate have a choice. It hasn’t been as big a shift as one might have thought as the staff was already moving towards that direction anyway. They are very focused on their customers and very aware that in the prevailing financial climate even organisations who traditionally paid for Arts about services over a number of years will have seen this as being an expendable line on the financial sheets. So I think the change hasn’t been as significant as might appear but at the same time as we move toward this more difficult era, I’m personally very pleased that we decided to take that risk of putting the organisation into a place where it can rely less and less either on formal membership fees but also less and less on grants from the public sector because its my view that over the next few years those grants will become more and more difficult to obtain and where they are they will be for specific services and based on quality.
Question 6

Our history is interesting in that we have moved from being a cooperative towards being a charity with company status. So we have effectively moved into the charity sector. The nature of the organisation is such that it has very high ethical values and also a very dedicated and keen staff team. Staff enjoy working here and enjoy working for Arts about but they are attracted by the values underpinning the orgainsation, the engagement and involvement of the board, the nature of people that they meet and also the social impact that they can have in the wider community. One of the critical issues of audience development is ensuring that audiences is grown within the region, across regions but also into different communities and we are very conscious in the northwest England of that particularly some of the rural areas are underserviced and indeed some of the areas within Manchester and Liverpool in the more deprived sections of the community don’t make as much use of the arts as they ought to. And one of the things that we need to do is help our colleagues in the smaller community-based cultural organisations to embrace these wide audiences. The nature of our organisation at the moment is that we are dependant for about 33 percent of our income on private subsidy. I don’t believe that in the short term we can move entirely to a commercial model and indeed had we not received support from the Arts Council of England we would not have been able to make the transition we did because transitions have costs. We neede to hire consultants to work closely with us, guide us through the process. We’ve had to go through the whole (    ) process of having to rebrand ourselves and all of that costs money. So without the very generous support of the Arts Council we wouldn’t have been able to make this change but I think all of us are aware that we need to do all that we possibly can over the next few years to move us into a position where we are less dependent upon state intervention.
Question 7

Arts about Manchester had a very strong reputation not just across Manchester but the wider northwest in terms of the quality of its brand and all that is associated with it. But by moving to a new structure and indeed to a new geography we had no choice but to change the name of the organisation and therefore like amny organisations we have gone through the process of engaging some brand consultants who we work with very closely. These are brand consultants who know Manchester very well and the wider northwest well and know Arts about very well. In fact the chairman of the company is also a past chairman of  Arts about Manchester o has a personal knowledge and engagement with the company. 

Hemisphere were recruited by us to do this piece of work and made a number of suggestions in terms of name and associated branding but essentially there were to models they were using. The first of those was to devise a name which they referred to as the (   )  Approach, that the name reflects what the organisation does; and the second was to use a new (   ) name which was a metaphor for the organisation. What we focused on as a board was to enable the staff  to become involved and to for them to be the critical stakeholders of the name. It was the naming process as a team-building exercise and also to get their buy-in to the new organisational changes. The staff came up with a number of suggestions and recommendations and these were then taken to the first formal board meeting of the new audience development agency. The board members looked at the various suggestions made, made a series of pointers and took the general view that they really didn’t want to have any further discussion of the name. They were quite happy to have the chief executive and the staff team to get on with it effectively empowering the decision somewhere else. The only reflections the board made there were certain colour plans they didn’t like and there were one or two suggestion they felt were inappropriate but apart from those very broad parameters its been put back to the chief executive and the staff team and its my expectation that we will come to a very firm resolution within the next few days.
Question 8

We haven’t gone through a board development process as such but what we have found is that in the period up to the change of organisation structure that we made one or two small changes at board level and as part of that process tried to raise the status of the board members. So more and more the board members that we were appointing were chief executive level rather than more traditionally audience development agencies had board members who had been Directors of Marketing. Over the change period we slowly ran the board down in terms of board members. So as board members came to the end of their term we didn’t reappoint them. The board at the end of  the Arts about as an organisation  was about six members. What we have subsequently done with creating the new agency is to recruit two new board members immediately, again at chief executive/creative director level, have now done a full skills audit of the board members and have identified two or three caps particularly around personnel and finance that we’ll be seeking to fill. The other major change in terms of the organisational structure was that the board members in the old system under Arts about had to come from the member organisations, other than the chair who was independent. Under the new structure as a company charity we can draw those board members from a much wider range and therefore we are looking explicitly in the short term to appoint someone who comes from a financial services background and someone who comes a more explicit a HR background than just being arts creatives. Becomes a broader and more functional board and also becomes a board operating at a higher strategic level. It is certainly my intention that we should continue the tradition that we have established, meeting perhaps six times a year, maybe introducing a half-day away day which we haven’t had in the past and also that we keep board meeting very, very tight and very specific.
Question 9

I think my starting point would be to be brave, to look at the challenges and be realistic in moving forward. In my own case I could only have make the huge changes that I have because of the quality of the chief executive with whom I have worked very closely, with having very close relationships with the board who were prepared to trust my best judgement and also by having a senior management team in place under the chief executive who were open to that kind of change. In reality though, my view is that we would have been struggling as an organisation if we hadn’t carried out those changes. So I think changes are simply necessary for survival. So I think it is an issue of chef executive and chair taking a longer view, not looking twelve years ahead, but trying to look at 5-7. And as we move into an age of financial stringency I think that longer term vision from the chair and the strategic direction that chairs alone can bring becomes even more critical.
