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ABSTRACT 
 
This paper explores a leadership response to the current context of change and 
complexity through taking a systems approach. It explains systems theory and 
systems thinking and analyses the particularities of the cultural field and demands on 
cultural leaders. A case study of the Liverpool Arts and Regeneration Consortium is 
used to evidence a systems thinking approach in action. 
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Introduction 
 
 In over our heads ... (Leicester, 2007). 
 
The times in which we are living are unique. It is a period of unprecedented 
complexity and change and this is placing pressures on individuals and 
organisations that are potentially damaging.  
 
Leicester (2007) states:  
 

We are living through a time of fundamental cultural transformation. Familiar 
cultural and social norms are in flux. This is not only an age of change but a 
change of age. We are struggling to adapt fast enough. In the arts and cultural 
sector, as in all others, we have tried to meet the new complexities with higher 
skill levels and extended competencies. We have tried to tame the 
environment, to reassert control. The first strategy has overloaded our cultural 
leaders. The second is crushing their spirit. The results can be seen in 
evidence of burn out, anxiety disorders and stress. We are in over our heads. 
In order to thrive in this challenging environment we need to develop a higher 
tolerance for complexity, uncertainty and not knowing. This is not a skillset. It 
is an existential condition. It is developed through experience. 

 
This will feel familiar to many readers. The need to reassert control and tame our 
environment is a constant for many practitioners facing the multitude of demands 
being placed on our daily life. We are also facing the need to justify the value of what 
we do. But how do we do this?  
 



Leicester suggests that there is opportunity in this if we look at the problem in the 
right kind of way: 
 

There is a significant opportunity here for the arts and cultural sector to take a 
lead. We are living in a time of cultural crisis that transcends sectors, 
organisations and societies. At a time like this the arts and cultural sector can 
provide three vital resources: 
- 21st century people: The arts are a natural medium for cultural evolution 
and the development of the qualities we need to thrive in the 21st century. 
Arts and culture are the crucible in which the consciousness of tomorrow will 
be formed, and always have been; 
- Creative adhocracies: Arts and cultural organisations are promising 
candidates for providing settings for people to grow and develop this new 
consciousness, which will be in increasing demand. More so than other 
sectors. In fact, the very fragility of the sector at present could be turned to 
advantage; 
- Real cultural leadership: In powerful times the task of leadership is to help 
evolve the culture. California senator John Vasconcellos says we need to be 
hospice workers for the dying culture and midwives for the new. This is real 
cultural leadership (Leicester, 2007). 

 
Thus, we need to turn our perception of cultural leadership around and look beyond 
our organisations and into the wider social system. What is the role of cultural 
leadership in a society that is struggling cross sectorally to respond to the demands 
of the 21st century? Might it be possible to simultaneously strengthen our internal 
systems whilst assuming a strengthened leadership role within society as a whole? 
 
A systems approach 
 
The notion of systems within organisational fields is of immense pertinence to this 
question. Systems theory is an interdisciplinary field that studies the nature of 
complex systems in nature, society and science. More specifically, it is a framework 
by which one can investigate and/or describe any group of objects, individuals or 
organisations that work together to produce some result. 
 
A system is best understood as a community situated within an environment. It is a 
dynamic and complex whole, interacting as a structured functional unit via semi-
permeable membranes or boundaries. The linked notion of systems thinking 
considers how local policies, actions or changes might influence the state of the 
whole system. Problems are viewed as part of an overall system rather than being in 
isolation. It considers the context, linkages, interactions and relationships between 
different parts of the system and generates holistic thinking.  Systems thinking 
attempts to illustrate that small events can cause large changes. Acknowledging that 
an improvement in one area of a system can affect another area of the system, it 
promotes organisational communication and potentially avoids the silo effect where 
organisations operate in a vaccum from one another. A systems approach gives 
primacy to interrelationships, not to the individual elements of the system. Thus, in 
creating dynamic interrelationships, new properties of the overall system emerge. 
 



Cultural leaders operate within a system. Leadership does not occur in a vacuum 
and nor do our organisations. Art is created as a result of the complex interaction of 
many organisations and individuals. This means that the cultural field is complex. It 
is multifaceted, with a framework of interconnected employment sectors 
characterised by complexity, creativity and dynamism. It is a socioeconomic network. 
In social terms the focus is on the interaction of the people who work together to 
make art possible. It is an aggregation of many smaller micro-worlds or sub-
communities, a social network emerging from the cooperation of these micro worlds 
all with greater or lesser knowledge of the entire network. These sub-communities 
are best viewed as ‘art worlds’ that involve collective activities and shared 
conventions: 
 

The notion of art world is a technical way of viewing the network of people 
whose cooperative activity, organised by their joint knowledge of conventional 
means of doing things, produces the kind of art works that art world is noted 
for (Becker, 1984). 

 
According to Becker, the individual ‘art world’ comprises all the people whose 
activities are necessary for the production of the characteristic works that world 
would define as art. He argues that we can define art by the collective activities that 
constitute the production of art, not by the end products (art works): 
 

The artist…works in the center of a network of cooperating people, all of 
whose work is essential to the final outcome. Wherever he depends on others 
a cooperative link exists (Becker, 1984). 
 

Similarly, because individuals work within organisations, this means that there is a 
complex network of organisations forming the ‘world’ or system. And this world or 
system connects through porous boundaries with other worlds and systems.  
 
For example, cultural leaders are operating in a political world. Arts and culture are 
important to society both economically and socially, so our organisations exist within 
a public policy context. Within the subsidised arts and cultural sector this context is 
even more important, as government policy determines the resource to be made 
available to the sector as well as the policy frameworks within which this will be 
managed. For even though the arts councils operate at arm’s length to government, 
they must work with the dynamics that drive the government of the day and must 
seek to influence as well as respond to government initiatives. 
 
Levin (2005) points out that the way government works is complex but suggests that 
there are several key factors that must drive our understanding of how we might 
influence and respond. First, governments are driven by a wide range of factors and 
some of these are ‘primary’, that is, what they promised to do when elected and what 
they feel is desired by the electorate. It is hard to object to such factors. Second, 
government policy making is often incoherent as they are inevitably trying to deal 
with many complex issues and divergent and competing demands. These two 
factors bring with them two major implications for cultural leaders, one about 
influencing political events and the other about dealing with political decisions. One 
changes decisions by changing what people ask governments to do.  
 



System leadership 
 
The concept of ‘system leadership’ is one that has recently caught the educational 
imagination. It refers to leadership that goes beyond a single school, where leaders 
work directly for the success and welfare of students in other institutions as well as 
their own, working beyond their school borders for the benefit of the school system 
as a whole. 
 
In Systems Thinkers in Action, Michael Fullan (2004) argued that: 
 

... a new kind of leadership is necessary to break through the status quo. 
Systematic forces, sometimes called inertia, have the upper hand in 
preventing system shifts. Therefore, it will take powerful, proactive forces to 
change the existing system (to change context). This can be done directly and 
indirectly through systems thinking in action. These new theoreticians are 
leaders who work intensely in their own schools, or national agencies, and at 
the same time connect with and participate in the bigger picture. To change 
organizations and systems will require leaders to get experience in linking 
other parts of the system. These leaders in turn must help develop other 
leaders within similar characteristics (Fullan, 2004:7). 

 
It is suggested that this concept has a great deal to offer cultural leaders in seeking 
to influence the whole system in order to generate more sustainable futures for our 
organisations and for ourselves.  By becoming ‘systems leaders’, cultural leaders 
can build social capital, create strategic alliances that will strengthen organisations, 
build capacity and generate long lasting social change.   
 
This is ‘outward facing’ leadership characterised by: 
 

• a commitment to building lateral capacity through collaboration and 
networking across the system 

• a willingness to engage in collective action within communities and work 
beyond the boundaries of the organisation 

• a willingness to take on system wide leadership roles not simply those within 
our own organisations 

• the ability to transform cultural organisations into personal and professional 
learning communities 

• a focus on enhancing the quality of all cultural activity and engagement 
• the ability to empower and develop leadership in others 

 
The notion of working beyond your organisation’s boundaries for the benefit of the 
whole cultural system seems to be an obvious one and there are many examples of 
this occurring under adversity. Two recent examples are the theatre sector joining 
forces to oppose Arts Council England cuts and the dance field joining together to 
lobby government on immigration policy. But increasingly we are seeing examples of 
cross organisational collaboration, driven by a shared approach to problem solving.   
 
The following case study illustrates this well. Funded by Arts Council England’s 
Thrive programme, the Liverpool Arts and Regeneration Consortium provides an 



example of collaborative action taken by eight leading cultural organisations that is 
seeking to impact on the whole social system in its locality. 
 
Case Study: Liverpool Arts and Regeneration Consortium (LARC) 
 
Successful and sustainable regeneration must inspire, engage and involve 
people across the communities affected.   
 
As LARC members, we are using arts and culture to achieve these goals and 
ultimately promote a culture of creativity, innovation, learning and ideas 
across all aspects of Liverpool life.  
 
In doing so, we aim to create a confident, prosperous and healthy city that is 
equipped to meet the economic and social challenges of the future. 
 
Eight leading arts institutions in Liverpool have established a unique, collaborative 
partnership to ensure that cultural organisations play a key role in the regeneration of 
Merseyside. The partnership, Liverpool Arts Regeneration Campaign (LARC), was 
originally established in 2003 as an informal grouping of CEOs working collectively to 
address some of the issues emerging in the lead up to European Capital of Culture 
2008. It has since grown in size and strength as the opportunities for the arts, 
through working closely together, have grown.    
 
LARC successfully bid to Arts Council England through the Thrive organisational 
development programme for a grant of £1.34 million to carry out a programme of 
work between 2007/10. The grant has enabled the LARC members to test new ways 
of working and to meet the demanding objectives they have set themselves.   
 
LARC is a partnership of the following arts and cultural institutions: The Bluecoat, 
FACT, Liverpool Biennial, Liverpool Everyman and Playhouse, National Museums 
Liverpool, Royal Liverpool Philharmonic, Tate Liverpool and the Unity Theatre. 
Working with a wide range of smaller cultural organisations and other major venues 
in Liverpool, LARC represent a cultural infrastructure that is unequalled in any of the 
major English regional cities. 
 
The partners share a fundamental belief in the power of art and culture to change 
lives far beyond the confines of galleries, museums, theatres and concert halls and 
consider that regeneration is achieved through releasing the creativity and 
aspirations of the people of Merseyside.    
 
“We aim to harness the power of the arts and culture to inspire, engage and involve 
the people of the region, in order to create a confident, prosperous and healthy city 
that is open to ideas, globally connected and constantly learning. Maintaining a world 
class cultural sector is fundamental to this vision and to the ultimate success of 
Liverpool as a major international city. So too is Liverpool’s thriving cultural life, and 
LARC will work to ensure that this artistic vitality gains the highest possible profile 
both in the UK and internationally.  
 
The cultural sector will rise to these opportunities by taking ownership of its own 
future, based on a range and depth of partnerships that will enable it to grow and 



flourish. If the cultural sector is strong, well networked and confident in expressing its 
public value, it will be in a better position to hold its own in a changing economic and 
political climate. LARC will build on the spirit of collaboration that has developed 
amongst this group of eight organisations and will work with key allies such as 
Liverpool City Council and other local authorities in the city region. It will also work 
with other cultural organisations, and with partners including regeneration agencies, 
health trusts, schools, colleges and universities, the housing sector, tourism 
organisations and other key bodies.” 
 
Increasing the role of the cultural sector in civic leadership lies at the heart of LARC’s 
purpose. The stated aims make this clear: 
 
• influence policy and decision making in the Liverpool city region, in order to 

establish a clear understanding of the role that cultural organisations can play in 
social and economic renewal 

• research new opportunities for regeneration through arts and culture, working in 
partnership with key agencies and with the community and voluntary sectors 

• enable people to develop the skills needed to lead, administer and sustain the 
future development of the cultural sector in the Liverpool City Region 

• contribute to regeneration programmes in parts of Liverpool that are still 
experiencing many challenges and high levels of deprivation 

• work with tourism and other agencies to give both visitors and local people the 
best possible experience when they take part in the cultural life of the city 

• strengthen the capacity of cultural organisations and gain new investment for arts 
and culture to deliver these aims 

• become an international model for embedding the arts and cultural sectors in the 
heart of the regeneration of an entire city region 

• achieve a significant national and international media profile for the city 
• provide a major educational resource for the people of the city region  
 
The above set of statements makes clear that the primary characteristic of LARC is a 
systems thinking approach to generating change and sustainability within the overall 
cultural infrastructure of the Merseyside region. 
 
http://www.larc.uk.com/ 
 
 
Cultural leaders adopting this approach could become the architects who reshape 
the cultural landscape. Applying their professional expertise and local knowledge for 
the benefit of the whole community will assist in changing the context within which 
we operate. By connecting laterally, as well as vertically, with other organisations 
and agencies, by using our strengths in networks as the bedrock upon which to 
develop new ways of leading beyond our organisations, we can achieve whole 
system change that will enhance outcomes and increase our value to society as a 
whole.  
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