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I began this paper thinking that I understood the question -- "what factors enhance a creative museum workplace"?  I also thought I knew the answer -- make the environment supportive and non-punitive.  Create a caring company culture and people within will flower.  Embarked upon this journey of reflection, I found that my experience did not jibe with that answer.  Supportive and non-punitive environments helped with staff satisfaction, with quality of production and service but were not variables that were related to creativity.  Alas!  





In order to figure out where my experiences melded with the literature, I went off to read, somewhat randomly, first in workplace structure, then in group process, and finally in individual creativity.  Then I developed a hypotheses for myself -- In the workplace, creativity and productivity are not synonyms.  





Productivity and personal work satisfaction may be enhanced by the creation of an empowering, flat-hierarchical, democratic, consensus-building environment, however the prerequisites for creativity are not effected by these highly touted administrative structures.  The elements that enhance creativity do not always create a pleasant place to work.  





Interestingly, social scientist who struggled with creating measurements of intelligence and then set about to measure creativity, found the same results.  Intelligence and creativity do not seem to be covariant above a certain level of ordinary giftedness.  And that too seemed relevant for my ruminations.  One variable seemed constant in museums, staff members are "smart", whatever that means.  All museum staff cultures operate at a high level of intellectual understanding.  It is so ubiquitous that it is forgotten. 





Creativity, for purposes of this paper, signifies the production and invention of a product (or series of them) in contradistinction from the more stable museum operating phase where process is concentrated on.  Productivity and job satisfaction while necessary in all phases are of primary importance during the operating phase.





Museums are dependent on collective activity.  The product is rarely the work of one person.  Thus, it is the issue of fostering collective, rather than individual, creativity that seemed relevant.   





I expect that I was asked to ruminate on this topic because of three experiences in my background -- I have edited a book entitled INSTITUTIONAL TRAUMA: The Effect of Major Change on Museum Staff; I served as the Deputy Director of the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum, an acknowledged artistic triumph, during its formative opening; and I was part of the Boston Children's Museum staff during its halcyon days of creativity in the 70's and 80's.   Less well known but, for speculating on issues of creativity, no less relevant, I served in two other positions.  I was Director of Education of the Institute of Contemporary Art, Boston when, in the late 60's, it was committed to community activism, and Deputy Director for Public Program Planning of the National Museum of the American Indian, an institution bent on remaking itself using the voices of native peoples.  





In each of these positions, I witnessed creative endeavors that produced interesting and often risky results.  I have served wildly different directors who each used his power differently; some were aggressive, some modulated and some slightly diffident.   





The company cultures of each of these four museums could not have been more disparate.  They were certainly not all collaborative nor democratic in tone.  Some were autocratic.  Some were more hierarchical than others.  Some were bureaucratic and convolutional in their process, some had systems that were simpler and more intuitive and some had completely ad hoc systems bordering on anarchy.  Using that small sample of four, I have not discerned that any particular administrative strategy fosters creativity in staff.   





An exploration about the essential elements of fostering creativity seemed to focus on an examination of the personality of the directors, I had served, to see if traits of the authority figure were pivotal in the creativity that ensued.  





There were commonalties to be found in the personalities of the directors in each of my workplaces.  Each director had vision, was a decent principled human being with an internal moral gyroscope, and each was eager to give away certain portions of their domain and the power associated with it.  





But there are many examples of directors (with vision, who are decent and who power share) whose organizations stagnate and whose staff, though busy, languish. So what are the particular elements that foster creativity?  





Other patterns shared by these four directors that offered some avenues of exploration.  Indeed, I now believe that the director's personality is a central element in fostering creativity.  All the museums I had worked in were directed by charismatic figures and, in my case, (and I hope irrelevantly) all were male.  All loved gossip though only one wished to be the subject of the material.  Each of the directors had extensive networks of people they trusted.   





None of these directors sought out strangers to work with and all needed newcomers to become transformed into comfortable "home boys" before they would fully include them.  In many ways, this trait, of wanting to be surrounded by the familiar, was often antithetical to strategies for diversifying the work force which I espoused and which I frequently failed at installing.  For while paying lip service to the need to be inclusive, only one of the directors had any interest in actual diversification if it meant dealing with strangers.





Each director was personally trustworthy.  Their word was their bond just as in old western movies.    I have watched (from afar) directors who have no core beliefs and whose word is likely to change with the next piece of advice.  These directors do not have staffs who can focus on the work at hand because they are consumed by the need to keep up with the daily changing policy.  I suspect those environments are antithetical to creative performance.





Each of my previous bosses trusted in their own intuitive decision making abilities.  While some were affiliative and checked out their intuitions, all, in the end, chose what "felt right" with a deft certainty. 





Interestingly, each of these directors were "learning junkies" with broad interests and large knowledge bases.  Some were great readers and some learned through other means, but none were interested only in the narrow focus of their work.  





All had an atypical education and had come to the museum world after an uneven series of other work venues on the road to other professions.  This was true also for one of the great museum innovators, Frank Oppenheim, the founding Director of the Exploritorium, and may provide a clue the causation of their creativity in museums.  For each of these directors created new syntheses and new paradigms though they did not claim that was their intention.  What they worked on drew from and was a logical synthesis of their former life experiences in worlds other than museums.  





Synthesis did not seem so remarkable to the directors in question, in fact it felt logical.  They were only trying to do their work well and did not purposely set out to change the museum landscape.  Thomas Edison has apparently said, "Make it a practice to keep on the lookout for novel and interesting ideas that others have used successfully.  Your idea has to be original only in its adaptation to the problem you are working on."� �





Often the museum staff invented solutions which felt logical to them but were thought to be original breakthroughs by the museum profession.  This often happened because the staff, like the director, came from outside the museum field and did not know nor even care about museum history or traditions.  For the most part, no one was self-consciously focused on being inventive.  Rather they wanted to get the job done within the philosophical ground rules they had sworn allegiance to.





Not surprisingly, the four "example" directors were not completely well-rounded individuals.  Like geniuses and protégés, they were good at what they were good at, and not particularly good at other stuff.  In fact, they each had truck-sized blind spots.  And they where highly motivated workaholics though the "work" was not always directly related to material they were paid to do.  





Each of these directors was personally quirky (by which I mean they seemed to be wired differently than those around them).  They added two plus two and got orange juice not even a number.  Being in their presence, which felt familiar to them, felt often like a Martian landscape to me.  Part of the fascination of working with each of them was to be around someone who' when faced with the same set of input I was, would synthesize the information entirely differently. 





Oddly, while each director had a clear vision for the larger landscape, they also were focused on certain kinds of minutia which could drive their staffs crazy.  The directors were generally not good at the mid-ground implementation and it is here that the rest of us not only often functioned best but were needed most.





Each director was tenacious.  They could hold on to, and advocate for, an idea forever.  Yet each was impatient with anything that hindered their forward progress.    Not one associated with or suffered fools, though some had a larger space in their life for more charitable interchanges than did others.





They were all problem-solvers and mainly optimistic about outcomes.  While some were overt worriers and some were more seemingly placid or even foolhardy, they all always believed that there was a solution to be found.  And indeed, perhaps to please the leader, but probably to please ourselves, we always found solutions.  Each of the staffs at each of these museums were virtually inexhaustible problem-solvers.





Having written these descriptions, I came upon a profile attributed to the Berkeley Institution of Personality Assessment which tried to distinguish "creative architects" from their less creative compatriots.  This study suggested that the creative practitioners had a "greater incidence of such personality traits as independence, self-confidence, unconventionality, alertness, ready access to unconscious processes, ambition, and commitment to work."�  This quote could have easily applied to the four directors I had served.  And in the same study, it appeared that "individuals who worked closely with those deemed creative seem to exhibit a similar profile of traits."�  Thus it seems to hold that if creativity is on the agenda, the thing to do is to hire a director with a creative profile who in turn will hire creative staff.  





Management texts have long made a distinction between those executives who excel in the formative stage of a project (which we can tentatively call the creative phase) and those whose interests and achievements lie more in the operational stage of company management.  While always dangerous to characterize one stage as more creative than another, and while the operational stage certainly requires creative problem solving, it tends to be more focused on process than product.  Since I have suggested that creativity is more inherent than learned.  The distinction between two work phases and two different director personality profiles suggests that a board might want to identify the phase their project is in and use a different set of criteria and maybe even a different process to hire either the creative director or the interpretative director when needed.  





The notion of institutional phases may also reinforce the painful truism that creative directors and their staffs have a finite institutional "life-span."  Creative directors, if they are successful, are, applauded and become nearly "cult heroes".  At another time, the very same ones are vilified and even dismissed because they get too far out ahead of their local or board culture.  Many of the directors of the most creative institutions have been fired at some point in their careers.  And this may be part of the profile as well, for I never found the most creative of the directors to be particularly good at reading the reactions of those in their environment.  They may have been too focused on the vision to believe that everyone was not equally committed.





Thus, I think it is safe to say that life for a creative director is potentially professionally dangerous.  In fact, courage seems to be an important ingredient for not only the director but the individual staff members as well.  It is the courage to try and the permission to fail that seems to be the single most touted ingredient for creative endeavors espoused in management literature.  





Yet I have seen punitive behavior from supervisors, while making most staff anxious and unable to function well, turn some staff into defiant creators.  We all know of examples in the most repressive societies, where courageous acts of creative defiance are to be seen.   I am left with the notion that creative people create no matter where they are and it is not the culture but the individual personality that controls the output.





At the other extreme, however, we see that completely permissive societies without standards and expectations do not foster creativity nor even work at all.  There is something in the expectation of product, the discipline of continuing effort and the agreed value of standards mixed with the human "need to defy" (in little and big ways) that causes creativity to happen.  The workplace is not exempt from these requirements.





What did the creative environments, I worked within, have in common?  Like all museums, they each had a staff of extremely intelligent people.  All the staff believed idealistically that they were personally engaged in "God's work."  Each of the staff, though not blinded to the director’s shortcomings, shared in the belief that the his vision was worth working with.





Each of the workplace environments was, in some essential way, isolated.  In some, people spoke in shorthand that was difficult to decode by outsiders.  Occasionally the isolation came from working in a physically remote location but more often the isolation was self-imposed by a staff ready to do battle with the outside non-believer.  These staffs had more in common with communes or religious communities than with staid businesses.  In each place, a certain protective paranoia was operating.





While these staff groups were intolerant of deviation in some philosophical or value sectors, they all would tolerate a great deal of personal deviance in behavior and work style, and often rewarded the unconventional player.  These museums were therefore difficult to run if the goal of the administrator was equity, as mine often was.





How staff treated each other was widely dissimilar.  Some of these societies were like Piranha feeding on each other and some were like families responsible for each other's well-being.  In all cases, it interested me to note that the interior culture was more reflective of the predominant subject matter than the management ethos of any staff member.  It is easy to guess what the internal community was like at a children's museum, at a Holocaust museum, at an avant guard art museum, and at a museum of native culture.   It is curious to suggest that staff immersed in subject matter transfer the underlying ethos of the studied society to their own internal one, but from my limited experience, it seems worth contemplating.  





All of these communities worked under pressure to complete tasks against  heroic deadlines which were sometimes self-imposed.  Deadline pressure created a kind of communal bonding and, like the fairy tales of old, created a quest against all odds.  The old saw "necessity is the mother of invention" may actually be true.  Speed may also have something to do with creating new syntheses because excessive rumination may cause status.





Deadlines also make people reexamine their internalized sense of quality.  They complain of lowering their standards.  A hallmark of creativity seems to be the ability to find seemingly endless solutions.  Without urgent goals, staff members committed to excellence, might not be willing to "get on with it."





Upon reflection it seems that creative work can be fostered in both pleasant and unpleasant environments provided the director comes from outside the museum profession, has a creative personality profile, picks staff who share this profile.  Together, they share an almost messianic vision, a deadline, and a sense of group specialness which permits a certain isolation.  





The rest of us will have to satisfy ourselves with running the important daily operations of museums which make the visitor comfortable, enlightened and refreshed.  It too is a noble calling.
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