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Sally Taylor, welcome to In the Chair. We are pleased to be here at your Somerset House offices and we are pleased to be talking to you as chair of the PRS Foundation and also co-chair of Streetwise Opera. Do you think you could tell us a little about yourself and your organisations?

Thank you, Michael. Delighted to be able to contribute to this for you. Streetwise Opera, to start with, the smaller of the two organisations is an organisation which has been going for six years now and works with homeless people to develop them by means of opera and music theatre to give them confidence to deal with issues they have got as a result of homelessness and ultimately to help them back into society for want of a better word. We do this using contemporary music in fact, most recently, and productions as well as workshops. The PRS for Music Foundation on the other hand is a grant-giving organisation and we support music across all the genres and it is our tenth birthday next year. Our main supporter is the PRS for Music Foundation itself and I’ve been happy enough to be chair of the PRS for Music Foundation for the past three years.

Sally, can you tell us about how you learnt to become a chair?

That, of course, Michael, is a very interesting question because I don’t know if it is necessarily taught or whether you just pick it up by osmosis which is pretty much what I have done over the years. Clearly one spends a lot of time doing what I do, in meetings, some of which are well-chaired and some of which are not and hopefully some of the experience from the well-chaired and indeed the badly-chaired meetings might have worked its way through into how I operate. I’ve been fortunate enough to work for some    exceptional people in my time, for example Sir Michael B     who was a very high-powered civil servant before he became Rector of the University of Arts, London, and his ability to get through large amounts of paper, pick out the salient points, and steer a meeting through learnt a lot not only by advising him but also by observing him in operation. Similarly on the negative side I’ve worked with someone whom I expect I can’t mention, was the most appalling chair because if he didn’t get his way at a meeting he would  (   ) and everybody was left tired and emotional and not really knowing what had been decided at the end of the day. So I think peer review of chairing, I don’t know how one would put that into practice, but perhaps that is really the only way of doing it . So when I was first chair of South East Touring Agency my only real experience of running meetings had been professional. I hope I have built up over the years a method of  listening and compromising as well as being pretty certain what I want to get out of the meeting in the first place.
Sally, in addition to the role of chairing a meeting have you learnt anything else from these mentors, good and bad, about the conduct of a chair outside the board meeting itself?

Yes, I think there are two main aspects to this I would like to comment on. One is the relationship with ones other trustees which extends not just during the meeting but on either side of it and I’d like to talk a little bit about that later on and secondly ones relationship with the management of the organisation and in particular with the PRS for Music Foundation. I have taken on the responsibility of the line management of two co-directors. This done mean that one is more involved not just in the preparations of the running up to the meeting itself but also in the day-to-day running of the organisation and one has to strike a balance sometimes between a strategic role and a management role. And occasionally I feel that I get too drawn into the micro management of the organisation and it’s something that I have to teach myself to back off and perhaps give people more space than I would do if I were managing an organisation that I was running myself. So there is that aspect of it, too. But I would be interested in answering a question that talks more about relationships with trustees. 
Let’s go on to that topic then and talk about the role of the chair with the other trustees around the meeting, between the meetings.

Thank you, Michael. Yes, particularly with the PRS Foundation we have some very passionate people around the table who firmly believe in what we are attempting to achieve or would not be sitting around the table in the first place. But they are coming from slightly different aspects of the world of new music and with different enthusiasms and different views and whilst I think it is possible one can attempt most of the time to get everyone singing off the same proverbial song sheet, it is not going to happen all the time. One very good piece of advice that was given me when I first started being chair was go and see them all individually and I did actually manage to see the majority of the trustees individually having been a trustee myself and having then assumed the role of chair I found that absolutely invaluable in terms of knowing precisely where people were coming from and what kinds of ambitions they had for the organisation going forward, what level of support one might expect for particular initiatives and also, let’s be honest, where some of the barriers might come from. So that piece of advice I would absolutely play forward to anyone who was becoming a chair and for me personally it’s paid off in spades.
Sally, can you tell us about the process, about how you became chair of the PRS for Music Foundation?

Yes, thanks. I’m glad you asked me that, Michael because, to be honest, it was a slightly muddled process but I think we now have firmer view of governance and turnover of trustees. At the time we had had two or three chairs within the space of two or three years and there was a necessity for a certain amount of stability but we didn’t really have a proper process in place and so what happened was I was just rung up by a trustee who’d been at the PRS Foundation since the beginning and asked if I would do it. And I have to say if anyone else had rung me up and asked me I would really have been quite concerned. The reason I said yes was because I had a huge amount of respect for the man who asked me to do it and I thought if he wants me to do it, he believes I can, and if he believes I can, then I probably can. I think that we ought to think quite seriously about when I am replaced about that process because this was a muddle. We have had stability out of it and I hope I am running it quite well but I think had we had a more clear-cut process perhaps I would have felt that I had... I had no idea how much support I had around the table which in the end it was absolutely fine but I think I would have felt more secure had I known that in the first place.

Can you tell us about the affect that this muddled process has had on your chairing and how you attempted to redress that problem about the muddled nature of the selection process? 

Yes, it occurred to me that there were some key allies that it was vital to have around the table at the beginning not least my vice chair who was also the chair of the Finance and Personnel Committee and having had an extraordinary productive meeting with him I then went on, as I said before, to see the other trustees and that in itself managed to do before the first board meeting that I chaired and that helped me enormously. I think a lot of women feel they are not up to the job…I just needed some reassurance that I would be backed and having done it by the first board meeting, I felt a lot more confident and I knew a lot more about the trustees themselves than I had known before even though we had sat in the same room for a couple of years.
What about the issue of gender in the role of chair? Does gender have any impact?

Well, to be honest Michael, I have never really encountered it in any of the roles of chair that I have taken even though in pretty much all of those circumstances the majority of the trustees have been men. That may have something to do with the arts, that women in the arts have always adopted senior roles and have been seen on merit rather than for any other reason. I have to say I have never encountered any issues about my particular sex as far as that’s concerned. I would however like to add that there are maybe a few advantage s to being a woman chair insofar as one can use a certain amount of charm, a certain amount of cajoling and perhaps a certain amount of humour in a way that a man might feel was slightly demeaning whereas as a woman you might get away with it a little bit more. It might help you either to diffuse a difficult situation or to move someone on who is being a little bit intransigent so I’ve never found it to be a negative issue at all.

I’m interested to hear your comments about how you chair a grant-making foundation as distinct from chairing other not-for-profit organisations. Can you tell us what you do as the chair of a grant-making foundation and the trustees?
Generally the role of the board is absolutely the same in both circumstances which is to make sure the organisation is well run, that it is financially sound and that you are following through on a strategy that you yourselves have determined. So for example at PRS for Music we have currently evolved a 3-year plan which will take us through to 2012/2013. However we did start life as just being an organisation that just gives grants but we have evolved in our ten years to develop a strategic approach to the new music constituency itself and I think the board considers both those things at its meetings. In terms of the grant giving we have now a pretty slick process in place whereby the trustees are pretty involved in the decision-taking process at the first level with advisors and management and the what we call  link trustees report back to the board and my job as chair, I have chosen not to be link trustee precisely for this reason, is to be a sort of moderator of what the link trustee plays back to the board and the board themselves all of whom have seen the papers that have been produced and it seems to work very well. We do have the odd strategic discussion at the same time as distributing the grants and we do occasionally have to be quite strict in terms of the money we have to distribute but I think the board itself realizes where the individual strengths and weaknesses of the individual trustees lie in terms of their own expertise and their views on particular schemes or projects or organisations and I hope that as chair I am able to pull them out and defer to people’s expertise and this really helps in the grant-making process itself.
The PRS for Music Foundation receives a major donation from the PRS for Music organisation and yet you are an independent foundation and charity. How do you as  chair cope with this very important stakeholder and retain the independence of the Foundation itself?
I think a certain amount of that has to do with our own constitution and the way the board of trustees is themselves drawn up. We have a certain number of trustee who themselves are nominated either by the PRS board or are themselves o the PRS board. They are in the minority but they are absolutely vital to the relationship between between the PRS Foundation and the PRS itself. They have been great champions for us in our relations with the PRS. They have been great readers of the runes and great advocates for us and they themselves are very aware of the independence of the PRS Foundation and have on occasion bowed to the majority in terms of strategically where we might be going, even occasionally against projects which they themselves might have liked to have seen supported. I think the other great thing that we have been able to boost over the years are our personal relationships with the chairman and the chief executive and they are now...because we have worked with them, we have invited them to events that matter to us. We have shown them how events that matter to us matter to them and I think they have now become fans of the foundation in their own right whereas previously they might have been slightly sceptical. So I think both those things, the constitution of the board itself and personal relationships forged with senior management and others at a very senior level in the PRS has been absolutely vital. But at no stage has the independence of the foundation itself  been called into question and long may that remain the case.
Can you talk to us about the time commitment that you give as chair for the PRS for Music Foundation and how that spans out in the months?
I’ve been thinking about this, Michael, because it’s quite difficult to tot up in a way. We have five board meetings in a year and an away day which again it’s very important that I contribute to all of those in terms of planning and steering of  the meetings and particularly the away day, there is quite a lot of planning in advance of  that. Of course we have an independent F and P but it is not a bad idea for me to get close to that as well. Then there is the music that we support. One tries to keep ones finger on the pulse and obviously that is enjoyable as well as being something that the chair ought to be doing. The there is the day-to-day stuff and I would say I get somewhere in the region of  thirty emails a week from the management that I need to respond to or I like to respond to or I feel it would be good if I said that’s really well done and thank you. I don’t mind that at all and that’s in the normal run-of-the-mill. There is always going to be the case in these sorts of organisations points during the course of the year, particularly in December when a lot of work has to be put in particularly by the F and P to get the budget right, to sort out various issues for the financial year and so on and so forth. But I think once one is aware that that is just the nature of the beast, and that is in the ebb and flow of one’s personal planning, then that is not too bad either. Personally I would prefer whilst not wanting to micro managing the organisation to be more involved than not because less happens that you would be unhappy about that way.
I’m interested to talk to you about the issue about a national foundation because PRS for Music addresses the needs and requirements of the whole country and perhaps also inclusiveness in terms of musical genre. How do you as chair in a foundation attempt to address this while being an organisation based in London at the heart of the music industry in (   ) Street?
I think we have to be aware that we are not the Arts Council of England and it is not our job to come up with a strategy for new music which hits a lot of political buttons. We feel, and I think we are right in feeling this, that we respond to the sector and we respond to it in all sorts of ways because partly because we are so well played into it. We have advisors who come from all around the country and all sorts of musical genres to sit on our panels to advise us on our grant applications. We have trustees from not as wide a geographical spread as we would ideally like, but certainly from the northeast and northwest as well as from elsewhere and we also have now started getting the staff out and about and having regional meetings with our grantees. All of this is very important. But I think the most important is to be plugged right into the heart of the music sector and into the heart of genres that are themselves in a stage of development at a time when we can help that other people haven’t got the opportunity to do so and it has been for example very rewarding to see that music that we’ve put into the Mellows this year for the very first time, the take up in terms of applications was really excellent and we have been able to support some very good projects there. And hopefully the aim will be to take that forward and absorb that into one of our grant-giving rounds rather than have a separate one for those organisations. So I’m not saying we are perfect by any manner of means but I think we have our ear to the ground in a way that is helpful to the music profession and all the creators and artists and composers who work in it but are not driven by a government agenda based on equality necessarily or diversity or gender. It is very much based on where the innovative and creative music is coming from and how can we best support that.
Can you tell me what you get out of being chair of the PRS for Music Foundation or the Streetwise Opera? What do you get out of your role – emotionally, personally and professionally?

I have to say both those things have been the most exciting and rewarding things that I have done in my recent career. In terms of Streetwise it’s been absolutely extraordinary seeing an organisation that I have been involved in for the last four years grow beyond the capacity that even the board had ambition for led by a truly inspirational young man whose capacity to take people along with him has been quite remarkable. We’ve produced some tremendous work. We have worked with some remarkable people and we have also developed some new music for the homeless people alongside that of which i am extraordinarily proud. 
In terms of the PRS for Music Foundation that itself has brought me in contact with people I would never have met before particularly in the commercial music business. The breadth of talent and knowledge and expertise around the table, you probably wouldn’t expect me to say this, is a credit to the organisation and I learn something new every meeting I’ve been. It was very heartening to hear a trustee who was about to retire after ten years saying that he had sat around the trustee table and he had learnt something new every time and I think I would absolutely endorse that. I’ve also grown in terms of the kinds of music I listen to and I hope that I have grown professionally as well. I shall be very sorry to hand the role over when my time comes. I have enjoyed it enormously.

I gather you have a very interesting story to tell us about getting rid of a chair which perhaps we all do need to hear about. Can you tell us little bit more about that?
This was a situation that arose with an organisation which I am not going to name but which had a chair from the beginning who resigned because he had to work abroad and a new chair needed to be found. It was felt that perhaps the organisation would benefit from having someone who had not been on the board before and soundings were made and I sat with a couple of fellow trustees on a nominations committee and we met this particular person and we thought that they would be absolutely splendid. They had absolutely the right kind of feeling for the board. They had the time to give. They had the  connections to help with the fundraising that we thought was essential at this time in the development of the organisation and we persuaded the board that he should become chair. Unfortunately, what happened was that having become chair he had a lot of time on his hands and started interfering very closely in the day-to-day running of the organisation, in particular trying to reorganise the accounts in a way that made no sense to the management butalso made no sense to the board; adopting an incredibly patronizing view with the rest of the trustees, including some extremely impressive people round the table and it became very clear in a very short amount of time that I and my fellow trustees had made a very big mistake and that either we needed to remove the chair or we were going to have a walk-out of the trustees. There was one particular woman who we absolutely could not loose and so together with the chief executive of the organisation we started having conversations with the chair who to begin with was extremely intransigent. I then started looking at the legal possibilities of how one can get rid of a chair and it is possible. It is not pleasant but it is possible. Fortunately, after a few of these conversations the chair, I think, saw the way the runes were running. He felt that I wanted to oust him to become become chair in his place. That was absolutely not the case. I did not have the time at that stage to do that. But I think that  having convinced him that I was merely the mouthpiece of the rest of the board, that helped. We gave him a way out that was I think dignified and he took it. I’m very grateful that he did but it was one of the most difficult and unpleasant things that I’ve had to do but we had to be persistent and I would have taken the legal line if I’d had to do it. But again, offering someone an alternative that they can take with some dignity is what did it for us in the end. 
You’re giving us two very interesting stories of chair selection processes that didn’t go so well. In your case it proved to be okay and a good chair was selected and you’ve enjoyed the role. In the other case you followed a process and it came out with a bad result. So what are the lessons that you draw from this? What should the rest of us think about as we go forward selecting new chairs?

I think, Michael, the obvious lesson I would draw from both of those that we made an initial fundamental error in the case of the one that went wrong to assume that someone coming in from the outside would do a better job than someone who had been around the table before. The grass is always greener attitude – it’s not the case here. We’ve now developed a system with that particular board. We have two people now on it who are perfectly capable of being the chair of the organisation and we will move towards electing one or other of them in the next six months or so. But we know them, we like them, they’ve made personal contributions in the time that they have been there. We know that we can work with them. We know that we can trust them and that was not the case when we parachuted, albeit with huge recommendations and completely fulfilling the brief and the job description everything that we had rightly drawn up. But the assumption that we would find that better outside was a wrong one and it took us a year to undo that, I think it’s not a coincidence that the organisation has developed in leaps and bounds since that incident.
You’ve talked about the lessons of not recruiting an outsider as chair but what about your own lessons where there is a potential candidate internally. How can that process be improved so that it gives the chair greater legitimacy?

Having a proper process in place which I think we now have is pretty key to this to be honest and the board turnover, the sort of three years which one can extend in terms of being a trustee and three years, possible extendable, in terms of being a chair is right. Everybody knows where they stand and the board has bought into that process when they have become a trustee and i think the fact that those building blocks are in place make life a lot easier the next time around.

Thank you for joining us in the chair and thank you for sharing your wisdom and experience with us.

