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For many years now, museums in France
(as in other countries) have been under-
going numerous changes in both per-

sonnel and environment. These changes,
which are often interdependent, highlight the
important role of management, an issue that
museums seem to have either ignored or
neglected.

First of all, museums are formed and diver-
sify in an irregular manner, due to the creativ-
ity of the professionals and, particularly, the
ambitions of local communities, which usu-
ally want their cultural activities to bring them
economic returns. There are more than 2,200
museums in France. They vary in status and
cover a wide variety of fields (visual arts, nat-
ural history, popular and folk art, decorative
arts, science and technology, etc.). This prolif-
eration of institutions has brought with it
diverse practices and savoir-faire. The patri-
monial role of the museum is now associated
with the notions of pedagogy and arts promo-
tion, two essential features of contemporary
society. Furthermore, commercial services
such as bookstores, restaurants and gift shops
must now be considered, in order to satisfy
the needs of a growing public. This diversifi-
cation of museum services has led to both ris-
ing costs and uncertainty regarding resources.
Concurrent with these important changes, the
environment of museums has been evolving in
the following ways:

– the emergence of competitors (both
other museums and alternative cultural offer-
ings), forcing curators to rethink their strategy
and to take into account their customers’
leisure time and purchasing power

– increased government budgets, followed
by restrictions forcing museums to develop
new areas of expertise and adopt new manage-
ment styles to make better use of their
resources

– the need for museums to develop part-
nerships with private companies in order to
finance major events (and to allow partners to
participate in non-financial ways as well) and
thus to become more autonomous

– a growing need to convince elected offi-
cials and sponsors of the validity of budgetary
decisions in the face of national economic
restraint and demands for evidence of sound
management.

Confronted with these changes, museum
managers have had to learn how to combine
scientific knowledge with management know-
how, accepting the changes and constraints
without sacrificing their mission as a public
service, all the while ensuring that their insti-
tution retains its integrity as a cultural organi-
zation. In the French system, where museums
are part of the public sector and thus subject
to public accounting, museum directors have
had to abandon an administrative system
focused on collections management in favour
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of one that includes finance, budget, cost con-
trol, human resources, marketing and plan-
ning, communications and so on – which
requires the establishment of a management
information system.

We therefore undertook to study the vari-
ous systems in place in French museums. We
began this research in the knowledge that the
management control systems we would
encounter would not be simply a transposi-
tion of the tools and procedures found in the
private sector. We were interested in manage-
ment control in the broader sense, since it can
take very different forms depending on the
type of organization being examined: from
broad to very specific and well integrated,
consisting of tools and procedures. We
defined management control as the tools and
practices that ensure the best possible use of
an organization’s resources. Our research with
the museums involved the following steps:

– analysis of management tools and prac-
tices, including confirmation of the existence
of strategic planning (on which management
control usually relies, considering the organi-
zation’s missions and objectives); analysis of
the manager’s role, budgeting procedures and
so on – in other words, all aspects of a man-
agement control system

– analysis of the museum’s missions and
the factors contributing to successful adoption
of key managerial elements such as willingness
to develop new tools and procedures; analysis
of the organization’s specific needs, its various
“actors,” existing administrative system and
consequences of introducing a new system,
training of the actors in the new system, and
appropriateness of each management tool for
its specific use.

Although the evolution that we have briefly
described may show that new management
tools are appropriate for museums (later in
this paper we will discuss the forms they have
taken), certain characteristics of the cultural
framework tend to form barriers to the intro-
duction of management control.

Barriers to the Introduction 
of Management Control Systems

There are three types of barriers to the
introduction of management control:

ideological barriers related to the fact that
museums are part of the cultural sector, tech-
nical barriers due mainly to the functioning of
the public sector and, finally, organizational
and human barriers.

Ideological Barriers

Bourdieu (1992) argues that the cultural and
economic worlds are in opposition because of
their belief systems, adding that museums, as
cultural organizations, are greatly influenced
by this ideological dimension because they
inspire cultural personnel to be suspicious of
economic efficiency and of management gen-
erally. The introduction of management tools
can threaten an institution’s organizational
strategy, since it implies a cohabitation of two
belief systems that have always been seen as
paradoxical: the artistic belief system of the
curator, and the administrative belief system
of the director or manager. In order to pre-
serve organizational strategy, it is essential that
management tools be developed in such a way
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as to circumvent the differences between artis-
tic and company culture by finding some
common ground. To simply transpose man-
agerial methods from the private sector is not
an option. Each belief system must be
respected as the organization evolves artisti-
cally and financially. In museums where man-
agement tools have been adopted, the
manager’s role appears to consist mainly of
ensuring that cultural issues are integrated
into the managerial system and demonstrating
to the different actors that management tools
can benefit their cultural projects.

Technical Barriers

Technical barriers to the introduction of man-
agement control systems are of three types.
First, the museum often has many objectives
that are not hierarchized and are therefore dif-
ficult to quantify and break down. This is a
major barrier, as the success of management
control rests on the link between planning and
management. Museums that have set up a true
management control system have been able to
break their missions into precise objectives so
that the results can be evaluated and mea-
sured. This is how the Grand Louvre’s manual
of museum planning proceeds – recording all
of its missions, indicating the means and pro-
cedures for achieving each objective, and then
indicating quantitatively the likelihood of the
objective being reached.

The second technical barrier is the fact that
government accounting and budgeting meth-
ods in France are not adapted to the new sys-
tems. Furthermore, because of the bureaucracy,
procedures often take a long time to put in
place. This inflexibility becomes ever more
troublesome as the museum’s operational

devices are changed and diversified. Once
again, the more successful museums have
developed tools and structures that allow for
the versatility and pragmatism that are neces-
sary in any artistic pursuit.

The third technical barrier is the difficulty
of defining costs, especially since the various
missions are not always well delineated and
since objectives and means1 can become con-
fused when output is being measured. It is
essential that museum managers be able to
identify these obstacles in their evaluations,
while keeping in mind that the results will not
be entirely accurate, since the calculation of
costs reflects opinion rather than fact.
Although the calculation method will depend
on the nature of the costs, it must allow man-
agers to pursue the objectives of their par-
ticular museum. A distinction must be made
as to whether the cost will be incurred by the
museum directly (management), by the
administrative authorities (budget granted to
the museum) or by the community (the “social
cost” perspective). Therefore, in the case of
museums, global accounting would be a way
of gathering the information needed for bud-
geting and letting those in charge know
whether their objectives are in fact feasible.

Organizational and Human Barriers

Management control is not only about tech-
niques and tools. It has an important human
dimension as well, as “it relies on objectives
and performance, the essential characteristics
of human behaviour, and the managerial
methods used…have fundamental implica-
tions for the way the various actors evolve
within the company” (Bouquin, 1991, p. 100).
In museums, the two main organizational and
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human barriers to the introduction of man-
agement control are the lack of autonomy
among museums and their curators and the
difficulty of managing human resources.

“The diagnosis is unanimous: as long as
each museum is denied some degree of finan-
cial autonomy, any type of rigorous manage-
ment will result in failure” (Various authors,
1991). Obviously, what is being discussed
here is decentralization; in other words, the
museums must be autonomous regarding
decision-making and budgeting, and person-
nel must be autonomous as well. This applies
to all museums. For museums in the public
sector, a distinction must be made between
external, formal control (administrative con-
trol, intended to ensure that the rules of pub-
lic accounting are respected) and internal,
informal control (management control,
intended to ensure efficiency and effectiveness
and therefore implying that personnel be
autonomous).

The fact that the museum functions
autonomously does not, however, preclude a
posteriori control by the regional authority, to
which all public-sector museums must answer.
On the other hand, it is difficult to reconcile a
priori control, the second indicator of admin-
istrative control, with an autonomous budget-
ing system, since it urges organizations to
spend all of their budget even if they do not
have immediate costs.

Decentralization therefore implies that if
the various actors are to be autonomous they
must be given the means to act. Until now,
municipal administration of museums (the
standard method in France) has been adequate
to deal with communities’ concerns about the
preservation of their patrimony. However,

municipal administration cannot, apparently,
be adapted to today’s less rigid legal and finan-
cial frameworks. Consequently, some muse-
ums are now being granted budget autonomy.2

Since this requires that personnel be well
trained and prepared to accept responsibility,
the curator must adopt a more managerial
attitude and agree to run the museum3 from A
to Z, offering instruction and training and
providing new managers with hands-on expe-
rience. This type of solution, however, does
little to address the problems of mobility and
training.

The human resources barrier has grown
even stronger with the introduction of new
functions, which have resulted in unusual
tasks and the need for more specialized staff.
As most specialists do not accept the notion of
obeying all the rules of human resources man-
agement, there is a need for two structures,
one for recruitment and one for personnel
management. By introducing a degree of
quantitative and qualitative flexibility, this
solution would allow for the employment of
contractors and various types of assistants. It
should be added that although curators do not
normally participate in the selection and man-
agement of rank-and-file personnel, a curator
may ask to be present during recruitment, as a
museum’s staff is central to its success.

Clearly, setting up a management control
system in a museum poses technical and
human resources difficulties. While the for-
mer may seem easy to resolve, the latter are
linked to a psychological reticence that is
more delicate and therefore takes longer to
resolve. In time, however, the various actors
will come to embrace the new cultural model
wrought by the management control system,
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and management and staff will eventually
internalize the same values and objectives.
This is the management control paradigm
described by Bouquin (1993, 1994): through
company culture, control relies on the interac-
tion of planning and motivation, which in turn
reinforces control, motivation and autonomy.

Development of Management
Control Systems

The barriers to the introduction of man-
agement control are the main reason why

museums in France still lack tools adapted to
the changing environment. However, some
museums have instituted such systems and are
encouraging their organizations and staffs to
comply with them.

Our understanding of the development of
management control systems in French muse-
ums is based on the results of a questionnaire
mailed out to 1,719 museums.4 The responses
enabled us to establish a link between muse-
ums (defined according to administrative
status, size, financial and organizational
autonomy, and quality of management) and
the tools and procedures of management con-
trol. Although the responses elicited a number
of facts about management control systems,
the results were insufficient to reflect the com-
plex process of developing them. We realized
that it would be a mistake to consider man-
agement control as consisting simply of tools
and procedures; our study would have to
include the notions of power, influence and
autonomy, none of which can be properly
dealt with in a questionnaire. These elements
remind us that “the social system of an orga-
nization is often the result of a delicate balance
of power, counter-power, spheres of autonomy
and influence…that will be upset by the
establishment or renewal of management con-
trol systems” (Gibert, 1994). Thus we decided
to undertake a monographic study of eight
French museums. The point was to obtain a
situationally representative rather than a sta-
tistically representative sample. In making our
selection, we gave priority to contrasts. What
we present here is a general view of the various
management control systems found in French
museums. The purpose of this article is to

illustrate the complexity of management con-
trol, depending as it does on both the needs of
museums for such a system and the means at
their disposal to develop it.

Networks of Barriers to the
Development of Management
Control Systems

For many French museums, management sys-
tems are rudimentary at best, for a multitude
of reasons that can differ greatly from one
organization to the next. The barriers to the
development of management control are not
only environmental and organizational, but
also stem from a lack of will.

Some museums lack the means to develop
management control systems because of their
modest size, but more often than not the
problem lies in the rigidity imposed by the
museum’s legal status, with limits set on finan-
cial autonomy and curators being forced to
spend most of their time coping with bureau-
cracy. Such museums do not view the lack of
management control as posing a problem,
however; they really see no need for such a
system.

Other museums, such as those in the pri-
vate sector, may be in a more favourable posi-
tion regarding autonomous curatorship. Some
are sufficiently large to incorporate an internal
information system but are unwilling to do
so, or they might consider it a lower priority
than, for example, increasing the museum’s
commercial and marketing prospects. In such
museums, the manager is simply an adminis-
trative agent, completely subordinate to the
artistic director.

Finally, in a museum with sufficient means
to institute a management control system5 the
failure to do so might relate to its particular
managerial needs and anticipated resistance by
cultural personnel. This is the type of organi-
zation that favours a managerial system over a
formal management control system. The
manager oversees all managerial aspects and is
seen as a loyal servant of the museum and its
projects, proudly representing it and defend-
ing its interests. He or she supports those
responsible for the various activities and pro-
jects, providing them with the financial, mate-
rial and human resources to carry out their
administrative tasks and with the information
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they need to make decisions. The manager
also ensures cohesiveness of the museum’s
activities and issues fundamental messages
concerning its objectives. Thus management
functions are defined within a “culturally
acceptable” framework,6 proving that, without
the combined efforts of the manager, curator
and staff, management control cannot be inte-
grated into museums.

Types of Management Control
Systems in Museums

Some museums have tailored management
control to their specific needs. Although they
take a variety of forms, all such systems that
have been studied reveal “an administrative
device supported by a ‘way of thinking’ that
provides the administration and the various
people in charge with essential internal infor-
mation for an estimated and effective budget-
ing plan” (Institute of Management Control,
quoted in Cossu, 1986, p. 1).

A management control system can be
informal, consisting of just a few tools and
procedures – for example, if the museum is
small or if the monothematic nature of its col-
lection allows for an uncomplicated manage-
ment structure. In such a case, management
control takes on a formal, technical aspect (a
small number of specialized tools); it is really
a way of thinking, enabling the organization
to develop a structure and communications
networks. In order to ensure that the various
roles are compatible with the goals and objec-
tives of the organization, the actors are given
increased responsibilities and a strong com-
pany culture is instilled.

The national automobile museum in
Mulhouse, for instance, uses few formal tools.
Each project enables the museum to assess its
long-term objectives. This simple budgeting
procedure involves every individual and
ensures that every issue is followed up. Some
of the indicators allow the director to control
details such as daily visitor turnover and out-
standing budget items. Other indicators cen-
tre on such concerns as interaction among
personnel, establishment of transversal pro-
jects, additional budgeting responsibilities,
and developing lines of communication
between managers and those in charge of indi-
vidual projects. In this museum, management

fulfils three roles: improving staff awareness,
providing essential information and assisting
staff members with their administrative tasks.

In other systems, budgeting is key to man-
agement. The budget is structured in a “cas-
cading” format (like Russian matriochka
dolls), such that all the various responsibilities
and objectives are decentralized. This allows
management intermediaries to exert control
over the different actors and at the same time
make them aware of managerial issues. The
managers help cultural personnel plan their
budgets, demonstrating to them that the bud-
get is not simply money to be spent but a con-
tractual agreement representing a balance
between means and ends. The idea of cascad-
ing budgets – passing the budget from one
project to the next – fosters a spirit of interde-
pendence among the various actors.

This is how the Grand Louvre operates. In
fact the management system of this museum
relies completely on strategic planning. A
planning manual illustrates all of the museum’s
missions via its objectives and describes these
objectives via their budgets and the activities
of each department. Each department reviews
all of its activities and writes up a summary of
each one. Aside from strategic planning and
the system of breaking down the objectives,
the budgeting procedure is extremely decen-
tralized. It is based on the concept that each
department has a manager and an assistant
manager and that it is the manager who con-
trols the budget. The department projects its
budget for the year and must adhere to it.
Management’s role is threefold:

– to assist and support those in charge of
the various activities

– to ensure that all personnel are informed
about departmental budgets and all other
important issues

– to maintain internal cohesion: the idea
that part of the budget of one project may be
passed on to another project accentuates the
spirit of interdependence within the various
staffs.

Finally, the most developed aspect of these
systems is the type of integrated management
control – interface of strategic and operational
control – found in most traditional organiza-
tions. The manager acts as a guide, showing
the different actors how to work together by
exploiting the features they have in common.
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In the strategic interface, the manager pro-
vides the information needed for decision-
making concerning the museum’s missions
and activities, then ensures that the museum
has the means to implement these decisions.
In the operational interface, the manager
identifies the needs, finds the appropriate
tools to meet them and the means to decen-
tralize them, and then trains and works with
the staff, stressing the importance of individ-
ual participation. The manager also delegates
responsibilities, while the staff in turn must
prove that they are able to function
autonomously.

Cité des Sciences et de l’Industrie is an
example of this type of system. In terms of
strategy, a triennial plan is divided into 10
programs (corresponding to the various
departments) and objectives. A central control
manager is responsible for dividing these
objectives into quantitative indicators and
passing them on to the staff for validation.

In terms of budgeting, two types of proce-
dures coexist: an ascending procedure follows
the logic of consolidation (projects → depart-
ments → museum), with the curator making
the final decision; a descending procedure then
informs each person of the budget he or she
will be provided. Their follow-up is based on
the concept of the projects, programs and
transversal activities as the unit of measure-
ment. Each person is shown monthly tables
illustrating the evolution of the tasks for
which he or she is responsible. A management
unit in each department is in charge of admin-
istrative tasks, budget follow-up and keeping
everyone informed about managerial issues. A
management culture is thus instilled, ensuring
that all personnel feel responsible not only for
their projects but also for the budget they are
given to complete them, and that they con-
sider all aspects of their projects – technical,
costs, delays, partners and so forth.

These types of systems are quite different
from those discussed previously. Very often a
museum can choose, from a range of possibil-
ities, the system that best suits its needs.
However, having the means to adopt a man-
agement control system is not enough: the
museum must also have the will. In addition,
there must be a promoter of management
control within the organization capable of tai-
loring a system to the needs of the museum

and its staff, and capable of communicating
the utility of the system and obtaining every-
one’s full cooperation.

Without the support of cultural personnel,
no system would be possible and the control
manager would be viewed by the staff as
merely the messenger of the decision-makers.
Unfortunately, orders from on high are often
incompatible with the day-to-day activities of
the staff. Furthermore, a control manager who
uses accounting and budgeting jargon may
not be understood by cultural personnel, who,
through either negligence, lack of interest or
passive resistance, may then be late in supply-
ing information or may provide information
that is impractical. It is important that the sys-
tem take into account the peculiarities of the
cultural field7 and that tools be tailored to the
needs of each person.

The specific requirements of the organiza-
tion must be carefully analysed. To be consid-
ered successful, a system must be able to offer
solutions to every organization that adopts it.
Other than in the case of tools adapted for a
museum in terms of its size and internal
needs, the goal is to equip all museums with
procedures that will enable their personnel to
assume more responsibility, since, after all,
these are the people who keep the museum
functioning. The means of achieving this will
depend on the requirements and resources of
each museum.

Management control combines economic
and human factors. Its technical dimension
allows museums to coordinate, plan and fol-
low up on their activities while internalizing
the various aspects of their environment. It
also allows for decentralization, motivation,
evaluation and training.

Museums, like all organizations, are part of
political systems and therefore subordinate to
the electorate. A management control system
can choose either to bypass these elements or
to integrate them. One of the main character-
istics of museums is that they comprise many
activities run by a number of powerful cul-
tural actors. Consequently, the manager must
convince the curator that management con-
trol is essential not only for the museum itself
but also for the cultural aspect of its various
projects. The manager must then play the role
of initiator, organizer and communicator in
order to ensure cohesion among the various
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actors. This is essential to the success of man-
agement control. Furthermore, the manager
must conciliate between the two main issues
confronting any museum: the necessity of
sound management and the demands of
creativity.

Notes
1. Because of the desire to attract more visitors, museums pay
more attention to exhibitions than to preservation. They choose
exhibition themes based on demand, while neglecting innova-
tive events that might require more commercial effort.

2. Most French museums belong to the public sector. They are
provided a budget, but the degree of autonomy they can exer-
cise depends on their particular status. Thus there will always be
a budgeting procedure (even if minor), whether or not there are
tools and managerial responsibilities.

3. It is usually the curator who runs the museum, and curators
generally prefer working on scientific and artistic projects over
dealing with the authorities and budget issues.

4. Of the 366 responses, 296 were analysed.

5. In terms of administrative status, control mechanisms and
personnel trained in management techniques.

6. Such as “organizational culture.”

7. For example, small time frames (no longer than one fiscal
year – especially for temporary exhibitions), flexible division of
labour, informal coordination.
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This study, which was conducted in 1996,
began with a questionnaire and a series of
monographs. With the assistance of the
French government’s museums administra-
tion, we mailed a questionnaire to 1,719
museums. Of the 366 responses received
within six months, we were able to analyse
296, representing 17% of all the question-
naires mailed out – a satisfactory percentage
considering that many French museums are
made up of small units unconcerned with
management issues.

The questionnaire elicited a number of sta-
tistics, which allowed us to:

– determine how much information each
museum had

– describe the management and information
system in place in each museum

– identify the needs met by these systems
and the barriers facing them

– establish a typology of French museum
management systems.

However, the data obtained from the ques-
tionnaire were insufficient to convey the
complexity of management control systems,
as they are not simply groups of tools and
procedures. We therefore developed detailed
monographs of eight museums. Our investi-
gation was also guided by handbooks and
other documentation provided by the muse-
ums. When embarking on this phase of our
research, we were fully aware that the eight
museums would not be a representative sam-
ple in statistical terms but would reflect the

various types of organizations. We conducted
an intensive analysis of three museums and a
more extensive analysis of the other five. The
sample comprised three small and medium-
sized museums, three large museums and two
very large museums.

Our findings are as follows:

– in the three small and medium-sized muse-
ums, the curator was in charge of internal
decision-making, management and artistic
projects

– in the three large museums, one person
was in charge of management and a user of
the system (consumer) was in charge of cul-
tural events

– in the two very large museums, one person
was in charge of management, a user of the
system was in charge of cultural events, and
another user was in charge of administrative
functions as well as providing a third point of
view on how management information should
be used and transmitted to the other actors.

In order to validate the information collected
in the interviews and to more fully under-
stand the various devices used, we also
examined the documents provided by the
museums.

Through a combination of analyses and
research strategies, we were able to achieve
a synthesis of the various management con-
trol systems and to develop charts illustrat-
ing the theoretical analyses found in the
literature.

APPENDIX DETAILS OF RESEARCH
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Quantitive data

Statistical analysis

Objective: explaining
296 analysed questionnaires

Museum
typology

Tools and
procedures

Synthesis
Explanation charts

Qualitative data

Qualitative analysis

Objective: understanding
5 complex cases, 3 simple cases

Individual
analysis

Transversal
analysis

SYNTHESIS OF THEORETICAL ANALYSESFIGURE 1

DATA FROM INTERVIEWS AND DOCUMENTS

Interviews Documentat ion

Person  User in charge User in charge
in charge of of cultural of administrative Budget Visitor Strategic 
management events functions management Administration studies planning

Intensive analysis
Museum n° 1 (small) ✓ ✓ ✓

Museum n° 2 (medium-sized) ✓ ✓ ✓

Museum n° 3 (medium-sized) ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

Extensive analysis
Museum n° 4 (large) ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

Museum n° 5 (large) ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

Museum n° 6 (large) ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

Museum n° 7 (very large) ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

Museum n° 8 (very large) ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

TABLE 1
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