CHANGE LEADERSHIP BY

KAREN ESLEA
How Turner
Contemporary is
leading change in
the arts

Turner Contemporary is known internationally for its unique
approach to community-led commissioning and support of
children’s leadership through the arts.
It brings world-class art and people together in innovative
ways, which other organisations want to harness. It is one of
Arts Council England’s NPOs, and is part of the Plus Tate UK
network of visual arts organisations.
Karen Eslea has worked at the gallery since 2001, becoming
Head of Learning and Visitor Experience in 2014. She
established the Learning Programme, pioneering the use of
Hands on Philosophy, which is a creative facilitation technique,
incorporating Philosophical Inquiry.
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How Karen is leading change /
Turner Contemporary’s rolling programme of temporary exhibitions, events and learning opportunities
makes links between historic and contemporary art. Since opening in 2011, it has generated up to £10
million a year for the Kent economy, led to the opening of over 150 new businesses, and attracted
nearly 3 million visits. changing perceptions of Margate regionally, nationally and internationally.
While it generates much for the local economy,
meeting its own income targets is less easy.
“There is an urgency for us to find a way to continue
to thrive and make the most of our assets in
challenging economic circumstances,” explains
Karen.
“I am working to inspire change in the organisation. We
have a creative and motivated team, and many
colleagues are in the early stages of their careers.
They are working to build their leadership skills, and
develop more entrepreneurial ways of working.

“We have created an Enterprising Action
Group for six members of our team, and
are providing training and support to
help them meet ambitious income
targets in our Business Plan, with the
authority to make decisions and try new
approaches.
“From the Change Creation programme,
I am more aware of my body language
and presentation skills, and from
working with our Philosopher in
Residence for seven years, I’m able to
ask rich questions to help move others
on in their thinking.”

I’m able to ask rich questions to help
move others on in their thinking]
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How Turner Contemporary is leading
change in the arts /
Turner Contemporary offers space for everyone to discover different ways of seeing, thinking, and learning.
Its staff know that art changes people’s lives - it is
based in Margate, Kent, in an area where, in some
wards, half of children live below the poverty line.
“Audiences are at the heart of our work, and we
are very proud that we work in partnership with
people and share our power,” explains Karen, who
is a member of the All Party Parliamentary Group
for Art, Craft and Design Education.
“Hands on Philosophy enables us all to question our
assumptions, try out new ideas and challenge each
other. We use this across the organisation and with
audiences and partners to have discussions about
our work, artists’ practice and its impact on the
world.

“A major community led exhibition, Journeys with the
Waste Land, that took three years to develop has
received huge critical acclaim and very positive
audience feedback, with over 114,000 visits.
“Our work with children in their early years to
commission a new artwork for an exhibition, Seaside
Photographed, will tour other UK venues. No other
organisations are leading work in this way.
“I have learnt a great deal about leadership
through working with children and young people,
and I am beginning to roll this work out
nationally; speaking publicly about it nationally
and internationally.
“Children came with me to the Houses of Parliament
in 2016 to launch our Social Value Research. I am
very keen to enable people to cross thresholds that
they might not usually be able or allowed to cross,
and to find ways in which others listen to diverse
voices.”

I am very keen to enable
people to cross thresholds
that they might not usually be
able or allowed to cross]
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Turner Contemporary, and the
future /
Turner Contemporary is taking its community-led
approach to the next level, and the team has their
sights on another major community-led exhibition
for the tenth anniversary in 2021.
“I have new connections with MPs and parliamentary
researchers, and have spoken in parliament, to make
a change to how children are enabled to participate
in society through the arts,” says Karen.
“I have researched Children’s Rights and the Kids
Rights Index. I am using my research skills, passion
and public speaking skills to inspire people to share
my vision and change their practice, and get
involved.

I am extremely motivated by involving
broad audiences in the arts, and
champion the sharing of power]
“Children and adults from the community are
wonderful advocates, and can be hugely inspiring.
“I have learned a huge amount from our Young
Arts Leaders (aged 4 to 11) and their growing
understanding of what makes good leadership.
For them, it is driven by kindness, fairness and
empathy, and they are endlessly creative and
innovative. They also have fantastic networks
that the gallery would struggle to connect to
without children.
“I love being a female leader and work hard not to
be intimidated or to suppress my views. I hope I
empower others to lead too. I am extremely

motivated by involving broad audiences in the arts,
and champion the sharing of power and cultural
democracy.
“Change Creation is giving me great new
connections, tools, new experiences, and new
ways of thinking.
“I’m continuing to grow my confidence and
leadership skills, and to recognise my strengths and
weaknesses as a leader. I shall continue to work with
MPs and my peers to change the UK’s appalling
record on Children’s Human Rights, and to ensure
that the arts are at the heart of this.”

“Karen brings extraordinary insight and expertise to the changes she is creating, and as if that wasn’t enough, she
also brings a deep compassion and empathy and an unstoppable commitment. Cultural democracy is written
through her large scale work and indeed every interaction. Her ability to combine a drive for deep and broad
impact with an unwavering commitment to share ownership and power is just one of the secrets of her success.
Her combination of drive and humility is another.” Richard W atts, Change Creation Programme Director
Change Creation, funded by Arts Council England, works with visionary organisations to create
and embed transformational change. Designed and delivered by people make it work, Change
Creation involves and engages organisations to shape, test, challenge and realise lasting change
to increase resilience across the sector.

@cancreatechange
+44 (0)20 7836 8142
www.changecreation.org

