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While the value and importance of a positive and harmonious relationship between the Museum and it's friends should be obvious, this is unfortunately not always the reality.

 

To quote a Museum Director who spoke of the "unfriendly friends" after a less than productive and unruly meeting with the leadership of his friends organization.

 

Or the leadership of the friends who refer to the Museum Director as "haughty and rigid" after a difficult session with the Museum management where they were basically given to feel that they were a nuisance.
 

Unfortunately this is not a single case or a unique exception, as there are many examples of mutual MISunderstanding, suspicion, if not open enmity between Museums and friends and volunteers.

 

Why does this happen? Can we conceive of a model of a relationship between Museums and friends that is mutually beneficial and satisfying and what are the ingredients necessary for such a chef's delight?

 

One almost perfect example is that of the Israel Museum and it's International Council of friends worldwide which I want to submit to you.

While it is true that the International Council of the Israel Museum is an unusual reality with Friends groups in many Countries, rather than the usual mode of friends of a Museum situated only in the Country or even the City where the Museum is located, the model itself is, we believe, applicable to other Museums and friends.

 
Let us review what the International Council of the Israel Museum is:
The International Council is composed of some 16 Associations of Friends all over the world ranging from a very professional Association in the United States to countries where we have a small leadership structure with several donors, but no professional help. Led by Co-Chairs from the U.S (New-York) and Europe (London),a Secretary General (Paris) and Coordinated by the Vice President of the Museum, the International Council meets annually in Jerusalem (beginning of June) and holds a mid year meeting in one of the countries where the Friends are active.
During the annual International Council the friends who live thousands of miles away, have  the opportunity to meet with the Curators, view the exhibitions, experience the work in the laboratories, re-bond with the museum, and their fellows from other countries and continents in a happy, fun, atmosphere.

These meetings serve to reinforce the "family" of the Museum, share with its friends the major achievements and challenges and in fact ensure the "recharging of batteries" of the friends in supporting "their" Museum.

 

The Friends Associations hold annual activities in their respective countries ranging from educational visits and curator led exhibition tours, to major fund-raising Galas and International Programs in different cities. Just to give you an example of the major events planned for the coming year by the Friends:

October 27 the annual Gala of the American Friends in New York followed by the Canadian Friends events in Toronto (28th) and Montreal (30th).

November 13 is the date of the Belgian Friends event in Brussels followed by the French Friends Gala on the 25th in the Louvre, Paris to which a group of the Israeli Friends is coming on a special program of visits to private collections etc.
Our American Friends are back in action January 29,2009 with the annual Gala in Palm Beach followed a few days later (Feb.3) by the annual Gala in Los-Angeles. A short hop over the Atlantic Ocean for a Gala in London on Feb.5 and then back over the Atlantic for the mid-year leadership meeting (I.E.C-International Executive Council) in Brazil (Rio de Janeiro and Sao Paulo) February 27-March 4,2009.

Once again over the Atlantic to Zurich for the Swiss Friends Gala on March 12

And these are only the confirmed principal annual events of the Friends leading up to the International Council in Jerusalem May 31-June 4, 2009.
We still need to coordinate the dates for major events in Rome and Geneva.
 

The model of the relationship between the International Council (I.C) and the Museum is based on the mutual understanding which exists and is nurtured on an ongoing basis. The Museum is fully aware and appreciative of the important support of its Friends while the Friends understand that their principal role is to financially support the Museum and they excel in this undertaking raising annually some $ 15 million for the Museum's Operating Budget (60%!) plus the funds for the Renewal Project, Endowment and so on and so forth.

 

Given the importance of the I.C and the Friends to the Museum the Director is intensively involved and a very senior staff person and his team are dedicated to the coordination of all international activities and to the relationship between the Museum and its friends including planning and implementing International Programs, donor recognition, reporting etc.

 

Why does it work so well? Why is there such a sense of FAMILY of a PARTNERSHIP between equals? Perhaps the answer lies in the true understanding of each ones role and importance.

 

The Museum understands the vital importance of the friends in ensuring the ability of the Museum to fulfill it's mandate, to carry out it's full program of exhibitions, research, acquisitions and maintaining its excellence.

 

The friends understand that their role is to SUPPORT their Museum. They are the MEANS to attaining and maintaining the GOAL, which is the Museum.

They not only accept but even embrace their role and do not try to manage the Museum or try to influence the Museum's strategy, exhibition schedule or acquisition program.

This is left to a Board of Directors and the Management of the museum.

 

The Museum WANTS the feedback, suggestions and contacts of the friends and does not feel threatened by them.

 

The leadership of the Friends obviously do have an influence over the fortunes of the Museum as they are, as an example, part of the Search Committee when a new Museum Director is being sought.

 

The friends do have a say on acquisitions, but in the best way possible for both sides through the example of Friends Contemporary Art Acquisition Committees we have in different major cities like New-York, Los-Angeles, London, Paris, and Tel-Aviv.

The concept here is brilliant in its simplicity. 
To become a member one commits an annual amount of, say, $5000. With some  50 members on a specific committee this enables annual acquisitions of $250,000.

The Museum's Chief Curator of the Arts attends the principal meeting (they have several meetings a year where they learn, yes learn, about contemporary art and artists from our Curators.)where she submits a "wish list" of works of contemporary artists the Museum would love to own. She would normally come with double the amount of works the available funds could cover. After explaining the works to the Committee and after a thorough discussion the members of the Committee vote on which works to acquire.

More than once this has been supplemented by one or more Committee members acquiring for the Museum a particularly attractive work in his or her opinion which was not included on the majority defined list.

The advantage to all is very clear. The Museum enlarges it's collection with works it wants while the friends have been educated in the field of their interest and have the satisfaction of deciding which works to acquire. Simple but brilliant!

 

The principal strength of the model of the Israel Museum and it's friends is the mutual understanding, friendship, involvement and trust which make this into a partnership of equals in a very functional family.

 

Is this model "exportable"? Can we draw wider implications which could help other Museums and Friends to better understand their roles and needs?

 

We believe that this is indeed possible and worthwhile in establishing a "win-win" relationship between Museums and their friends.

The first step is, as in most cases, education. Once the friends truly understand and embrace their role and prove their value to the museum, the Director and his/her staff will cherish, pamper, love and support the friends.

Once the museum sees and understands the important support it receives from the friends, they will be embraced and welcomed into the Museum Family.

The next step is investment. The museum management should invest time and professional support for the friends while the friends invest their time and good will in cultivating this relationship. Here too, professional support for the Friends' Organization can be very worthwhile.

Finally, like every relationship, ongoing maintenance is required to ensure that the partnership and cooperation is maintained. 

As plants need to be watered etc, relationships have to be ever cultivated. This is not a one off shot, but a continuous nurturing of a very positive and important relationship.
 

Think about it.

 

