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to the arts rather than the conventional business model that currently 

prevails, particularly in western arts and culture organizations. 
He contests conventional thinking about arts administration and 
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is especially relevant in the aftermath of the global pandemic, the 
ongoing climate crisis, and the quest for democracy and social justice.
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environment as well as students and future leaders who aspire to make 
change in the world through arts and cultural leadership.
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“We have long needed a definitive guide to arts leadership in our 
time – and this is that book. As the arts have become ever more 

complex, constantly evolving to meet a changing world, so the work 
of leadership becomes ever more critical and nuanced. Ken Foster 
not only perceptively describes the environment and diagnoses its 

challenges, but offers genuine hope that we can meet those challenges 
with thoughtful and creative strategies. It’s a must-read for every 

current and aspiring arts leader.”

Simon Woods, President and CEO,  
League of American Orchestras

“Ken Foster has given us an expansive ‘why to’ book. It’s a call to action 
to become proactive practitioners of social change, to be energized by 

challenges, and to forge the future of arts leadership with a renewed 
sense of purpose.”

Dan Froot, Performance Artist and Professor of 
Creative Process and Business of the Arts, UCLA, USA

“Kenneth Foster’s book, Arts Leadership: Creating Sustainable Arts 
Organizations, provides a compelling and informative road map for the 
unpredictable future of performing arts organizations. It is an essential 

read for arts leaders and their staff. As Co-Managing Director at the 
Chan Centre for the Performing Arts, it was rewarding to witness the 

success of the implementation of many ideas presented in Foster’s 
book and the impact on audiences and artists, the university, and 

greater Vancouver community. We were also delighted to work directly 
with Ken while creating our organization’s own path. He shared his 
wisdom, insight, and a wonderful sense of humor and validated so 

much of the good work and passionate depth of our staff team. I highly 
recommend Foster’s thoughtful and inspiring book for performing arts 

institutions.”

Joyce Hinton, former Co-Managing Director, Chan Centre for the 
Performing Arts, University of British Columbia, Vancouver, BC

“Ken Foster’s Arts Leadership is an important provocation for cultural 
sector workers at all stages of their careers to rethink their practices 

and pursue bigger, bolder impacts. My 2018, first-edition copy is 
tattered and filled with underlines, margins scribbles, and stickie 

notes. I regularly return to its legible and stimulating insights about 



contemporary arts leadership, which almost presciently understood 
the ways society would evolve toward greater complexity, and 

with each read, I get inspired (and gain the courage) to embrace its 
suggested non-traditional, non-linear, and deeply adaptive ways of 

working – essential mindsets for decades to come.”

Omari Rush, Executive Director, CultureSource,  
Detroit, Michigan

“Foster’s book is a must-read for leaders, advocates, and team members 
of any cultural institution looking to become more aligned with their 

purpose and integral values and stay relevant to their communities in 
an ever-shifting world. With concrete examples and deep insights of 

contemporary culture politics, Foster defies stagnated structures and 
offers generous advice, guidance, and great inspiration for us to be 

braver and do better.”

Gréta Kristín Ómarsdóttir, Director, Dramaturg and Curator,  
The National Theatre of Iceland

“Foster’s book offers great food for thought and discussion, which is 
why we have used it in educating theater directors and managers. He 

challenges us to think about art organizations in terms of sustainability 
in its broadest sense. It is truly inspiring how he questions the way arts 

organizations are often built into unchanging monoliths, when they 
should be resiliently changing platforms of living art.”

Saana Lavaste, Professor of Directing at Uniarts, Helsinki, Finland, 
and Saara Rautavuoma, Theatre Producer and Manager, Tampere, 

Finland

“In this crucial text, Ken Foster applies considerable critical pressure 
on the structure and values of our 20th century arts ecosystem. He 
implores us, as arts citizens, to consider new models for a new era. 
For Foster, the inquiry is urgent – if we don’t act now, our culture is 

at risk – yet his intentions come from an unwavering devotion to arts 
and community. At every point, he reminds us that if we are willing to 

innovate, a stunning future is within reach.”

Andre Perry, Executive Director of Hancher Auditorium and the 
Office of Performing Arts and Engagement at the University of Iowa
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Preface to the  
Second Edition

The first edition of this book was published in 2018. At the time, 
my aim was to share with arts leaders my thinking about the 
tremendous, and tremendously fast-moving, changes that were 
occurring in our field, and to suggest that it was time to rethink 
our more traditional ways of working: that we needed to focus 
on more innovative and creative ways to lead our organizations 
in a time of unprecedented change. Since then, I have worked 
with multiple arts leaders and cultural organizations, at home 
and abroad, to further examine these environmental shifts and 
how we might adapt to them.

I couldn’t have imagined how tragically and powerfully my 
thesis of a radically changed world would be illuminated by 
the events of 2020: the growing evidence of the climate crisis 

P.1 Donna Simone Johnson in “Pang.”  
Photo by Will O’Loughlin. Courtesy Dan Froot
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gripping the world, the COVID-19 pandemic’s eruption in March, 
and the murder of George Floyd by the police in May, which 
unleashed and elevated long simmering social justice and anti-
racism movements not just in the United States but also globally. 
These events combined to create a conflagration of disruption 
on a scale we had not seen before.

What once seemed a nascent idea for a new way of working, 
I now see as only a first step in what must become a radical 
rethinking of how arts organizations work in the contemporary 
world. My basic premise of 2018 – that arts organizations must 
move away from a linear, business-oriented approach toward 
an ecological, sustainable approach – remains true. But the 
optionality of then has become the urgency of now. Indeed, as I 
write this in 2022, arts organizations, at least those that survived 
2020, are in the throes of trying to figure out “what’s next?” Most 
realize that there is no “coming back,” no “normal” to return to. 
Instead, they are grappling with how they will adapt to a new 
reality whose chief characteristic is ongoing turmoil. The COVID 
crisis shows no signs of abating, but simply morphing into 
multiple variants. The global struggle for democracy and social 
justice has intensified, often into violence, and progress remains 
elusive. And the climate crisis persists; a Damocles sword over 
the globe, with the idea of human extinction and the destruction 
of the biosphere an increasingly imaginable scenario. The 
existential question facing all arts organizations is: Come back 
as what? And how? And for many, why? What purpose do 
arts and cultural organizations serve in a world that has so 
fundamentally changed in the past few years and one that is 
facing a future both unknown and unknowable?

In my work since the publication of the first edition of this 
book, I have engaged with multiple arts organizations as 
they dealt first with more predictable change and then, more 
recently and dramatically, with an unprecedented global 
crisis. Observing these and other organizations reinforced my 
conviction that the original ideas of the book were sound. But it 
also became clear that an update was needed, a book that more 
firmly acknowledged the stakes in this new environment and 
provided arts leaders with specific ways to think about how they 
might build sustainable arts organizations.
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Sustainability. As we survey the wreckage of the past two 
years, we wonder if this elusive state still exists, and if so, how 
it can be achieved. I submit that this is the defining challenge 
of our field. Our survival as institutions, and more broadly, the 
continued cultural relevance and societal impact of arts and 
cultural organizations, depends not only on how we define 
the idea of sustainability, but also on how successful we are 
at achieving it. That is the (re)newed emphasis of this second 
edition of this book.

In response to feedback from readers of the first edition, I 
have made both structural changes and content additions in 
this second edition. Structurally, I have explicitly separated the 
book into two parts. Part One examines the theoretical ideas 
that underlie my thinking on art, culture, sustainability, and 
what that means. Experience has taught me that establishing a 
theoretical framework is a necessary first step before we begin 
the work. Indeed, the simultaneous strength and weakness of 
arts leaders is that we tend to be doers – folks who are eager 
to just get the work done, and not necessarily invest much time 
reflecting on the larger issues of purpose and meaning that are 
both the heart of the arts, and the reason many of us entered this 
field.

In the past three years, I have done extensive investigation 
into this theoretical realm. I have been influenced by many 
contemporary thinkers on art, culture, and sustainability, 
but most especially Sacha Kagan and his impressive text 
Art and Sustainability: Connecting Patterns for a Culture of 
Complexity. The ideas he puts forth in this volume, drawn from 
the work of multiple thinkers and theoreticians throughout 
history and across the globe, have deeply influenced my own 
thinking as I’ve refined and focused my understanding of 
what sustainability means for arts and culture organizations. 
For those who wish for a deeper theoretical dive than what I 
provide here, I highly recommend this book. It’s a revelation and 
inspiration on many levels.

In Part Two, I expand what previously was the last chapter of 
the first edition (Ideas into Action) into something both more 
comprehensive and, I hope, more useful. The approach I use, 
and which I describe in this section, is one that I implemented 
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early on in my work at Yerba Buena Center for the Arts. Since 
the publication of the first edition, I have revised and refined 
this approach in my work with multiple arts organizations, to 
build sustainability in their specific organizations and within the 
confines of their particular environment.

Throughout this edition, I have replaced out-of-date references 
with more current ones. While the thrust of the book remains 
grounded in the culture of the United States, where I have done 
most of my work, I have also had the opportunity to test my 
ideas in other countries and cultures, in organizations large and 
small. I have tried to present these ideas in such a way that arts 
leaders working in other cultural contexts will still find the book 
applicable and adaptable to meet their own distinct needs. My 
aim continues to be to create a framework that can be tailored to 
your circumstance regardless of where you are located.

At no time in my career have I believed more fervently than 
I do now in the power of the arts and the urgent need for 
arts leaders to assume the mantle of societal leadership. It is 
available to us, if only we have the courage to grasp it. It is in 
this spirit that I have sought to make this new edition at once 
more inspirational, insightful, and useful. I hope you will agree.
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On March 13, 2020, the President of the United States declared 
a nationwide health emergency due to the discovery and spread 
of what has come to be known as the COVID-19 virus. Two days 
later, on March 15, 2020, countries, states, and cities around the 
world began to shut down activity in order to halt the spread 
of the virus. Within a week, schools, restaurants, theaters, 
performing arts centers, concert halls, clubs, and virtually 
anyplace people gathered shut down for what, at the time, we 
thought would be a few months to ride out the virus.

Two tumultuous years later, in March 2022, after more than 
400 million people contracted the disease worldwide and 
nearly six million of them died, masking and vaccine mandates 
are being lifted in New York, Los Angeles, Berlin, London, and 
elsewhere where the case count has dropped to moderate or low 
levels. It feels as if we are slowly emerging from a cloud that has 
covered the planet, submerging us for the past two years in a 
fog of isolation, fear, and uncertainty. We are now beginning to 
look around to see what damage has been wrought and trying to 
understand what will be required of us to rebuild.

While the impact of the pandemic of the last two years is yet 
to be fully assessed, we are unquestionably emerging into a 
radically different world from what it was in March 2020. This is 
an inflection moment for the world – and an especially pivotal 
moment for performing arts and cultural organizations whose 
very existence depends on the potential for people to gather 
in one place at an appointed time for a shared experience, 
something that was effectively denied to us for nearly two 
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years. As we emerge into this new environment, any urge 
to return to “the way things were” is drowned in a sea of 
technological innovations that reshaped the way we engage 
with the performing arts, social justice activism that caused 
us to question our core societal values, a climate crisis of dire 
proportions, and economic and political turmoil across the globe.

In this context, arts and cultural organizations face existential 
questions. Who are we? Why do we exist? What purpose does 
or can the arts serve in a radically altered world? How can we 
reimagine both our individual organizations and the sector as 
a whole so that we can move with confidence into an uncertain 
future? Do we have the courage and the imagination to meet 
the challenges of this moment? The urgency and importance 
of these questions has guided the writing of this book. But 
this challenge, to reimagine leadership in the arts and cultural 
sphere, was with us long before the pandemic and its aftermath.

Ten years ago, after a 30-year career as an Executive Director 
of arts organizations, I was asked to create and develop 
the Graduate Arts Leadership Program for the University of 
Southern California. Our goal then, as it remains today, was 
to create an instructional program that looks ahead, not back; 
one that challenges the basic assumptions we tend to make 
about how the arts are made manifest in today’s tumultuous 
world and to unleash the creative power of young artists and 
arts leaders who we imagine will reshape the next generation 
of arts organizations. Thus far, in the ten years of the program’s 
existence, the world has provided us with an array of challenges 
that have tested the students as well as the faculty, pushing us to 
rethink, recalibrate, redesign, and reimagine what it means to be 
an artist and an arts leader in the contemporary world.

From the beginning, we recognized that that what future arts 
leaders most needed, was something more than the conventional 
details of arts management – important information to be sure, 
but material they could easily access elsewhere. Practical 
arts management tools are widely available on the Internet, in 
professional development workshops, and through internships 
and mentors. As we reckoned with the environment in which our 
students would be working and as we looked ahead to a world of 
unprecedented disruption, upheaval, and transformation,  
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we knew that they needed a higher level of skill and experience 
than simply how to create a budget and how to write a marketing 
plan. They needed to know what was happening in the world, 
what the impact of all this tumult would be on themselves, 
their communities, the art they chose to practice, and the 
organizations they chose to lead. Most of all, we wanted them 
to be leaders – out in front, showing the way, demonstrating by 
their example not just how essential the arts are to humans and 
human society but why. What difference did the arts make and 
could the arts make in a world that many feel is spinning out of 
control. To do this, we needed to approach the topic of arts and 
cultural leadership from a very different perspective.

For me personally, this challenge was a culmination of several 
decades of working in the arts and looking critically at how 
and why we did the work we do. In the five different Executive 
Director positions I have held at five different organizations, 
in five very different communities, I had developed a wide-
ranging and expansive view of the arts and cultural sector. 
Each experience presented its own mix of challenges and 
opportunities as well as the chance to think, learn, reflect, and 
consider what it meant to be an arts leader.

Throughout my career, I have also been deeply involved in 
the activities of the Association of Performing Arts Presenters, 
now the Association of Performing Arts Professionals (APAP). I 
attended numerous workshops, and then began teaching them. I 
developed personal and professional relationships with dozens 
of arts leaders across the United States and in various parts of 
the globe, all of us striving in our diverse situations to produce 
and present performances for our communities.

Along the way, I had the opportunity to observe and participate 
in the evolution of the arts within an ever-changing society. In 
the 1980s and 1990s, arts organizations in the United States 
moved away from a philanthropic model, in which organizations 
were chiefly dependent on contributions, toward the revenue-
generating business model that currently dominates the field. 
During those years, I found that I needed to learn budgeting, 
marketing, strategic planning, contracting, union negotiations, 
and a host of other business-related skills that were generally 
not in my repertoire.
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Despite the challenges and difficulties of this era, it was also a 
time of optimism and possibility. So many artists that we know 
and love today – Bill T. Jones, Kronos Quartet, Yo Yo Ma, Alvin 
Ailey Dance Company, and so many more – flourished during 
that time. The regional theater movement reached its peak 
during those years, as did experimental, artist-run arts centers 
like Life on the Water, Dance Theater Workshop, Highways, PS 
122, and more. It was a time of growth and expansion.

Along the way, the profession of arts leadership grew and 
expanded as well. New performance spaces needed people 
to run them; new companies needed managers to lead them. 
A growing marketplace for touring and presenting meant 
that artists needed representation, and the field of agents 
and managers expanded. During this same time, APAP also 
grew, and a dynamic community of arts professionals – arts 
leaders – grew and evolved. Members gathered each January 
in New York City for their annual conference but engaged with 
each other throughout the year. These arts leaders, along with 
their colleagues who led theater companies, dance companies, 
orchestras, and small ensembles of all types, created a whole 
new field of arts administrators: people whose job was to ensure 
that art was produced, artists were supported in what they did, 
and audiences and communities throughout the country had 
access to the performing arts in ways they previously had not.

The majority of this nascent cohort of arts leaders learned 
on the job as I did, and also through professional development 
workshops and generous mentorship from more experienced 
art leaders. Graduate programs in arts administration were 
relatively new, and there were few of them. Graduates of the 
programs that did exist were often met with skepticism, if not 
outright hostility, from a field that considered lived experience 
vastly superior to any textbook guidance about how to manage 
an arts organization. There was no set body of knowledge to 
be acquired and only a few generally accepted standardized 
practices of how to do the work. We were making it up as we 
went along, which had its excitement as well as its hard-earned 
lessons.

While it was an expansive and exciting time for the arts, 
it was also a time of extreme challenge. The nonprofit arts 
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organization, the bedrock of the noncommercial arts sector in 
the United Sates, had flourished in the 1960s, especially after the 
founding of the National Endowment for the Arts (NEA) in 1965. 
But by the 1980s, we felt like a sector under siege. Seemingly 
insurmountable obstacles faced us all the time and our funding 
from government sources was perpetually in peril. Year after 
year, we were urged to marshal our forces to “save the NEA,” 
which we always did, but we still saw budget reductions almost 
every year. The argument against government funding was 
couched not only in terms of an inappropriate use of public 
money (even as the nonprofit structure itself was an indirect  
way of accessing government funds through tax exemptions) but 
more perniciously, in terms of what we now know as the “culture 
wars.” Craven politicians seeking votes searched high and 
low for “deviant,” “perverse,” or what they could conveniently 
label “obscene” art that somehow was connected with NEA 
funding and therefore was, in their view, government support of 
pornography.

The argument for NEA funding was also the argument for 
freedom of expression, and artists like the NEA Four (Tim Miller, 
Holly Hughes, John Fleck, and Karen Finley) took the hit for all 
of us. Defunded due to their “obscene” content, their case went 
to the Supreme Court and ultimately prevailed, but the damage 
to their careers and to the cultural sphere had been done. All of 
us were “put in our place” in ways that seeped into our work: the 
chilling effect was real. It became acceptable for arts leaders 
to reject art that was potentially controversial and promote 
performances that, at least on the surface, offended no one.

As funding models shifted away from reliance on 
philanthropy and toward “maximizing earned income,” 
arts leaders were challenged to make the best of a difficult 
situation. It wasn’t just that we needed to learn how to “act like 
a business,” we needed to become a business. More and more 
of our time and energy were spent with the income statement 
and the balance sheet, trying to figure out how we could 
generate enough revenue to support the work we wanted to do. 
Marketing reigned supreme, and the infrastructure required 
to support Marketing and Development Departments and 
initiatives grew exponentially. This became our new normal.
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I was Executive Director of the Yerba Buena Center for the Arts 
(YBCA) in San Francisco when the market crash of 2008 brought 
about the “Great Recession.” While all of us had experienced 
changes and challenges over the previous three decades, 
nothing had hit with the speed and intensity as this recession. 
In collaboration with APAP and the Hewlett Foundation, YBCA 
hosted a gathering of Bay Area arts organizations to learn how 
other arts organizations had been affected by the economic 
downturn and what their leaders were doing in response. Over 
100 regional organizations participated.

It’s fair to say that there was desperation in the air. 
Organizations had seen both their contributed and earned 
incomes plummet with a speed we had never experienced 
before. Executive Directors reported on significant donor 
pledges that were not going to be fulfilled, of previously robust 
tickets sales suddenly becoming anemic. Worse, we were bereft 
of ideas about what to do beyond our well-worn toolbox of 
the conventional, business-based, arts management solutions 
we had learned: cutting programs, eliminating jobs, crisis 
management, short-term planning, “hunkering down.” The only 
longer-term strategy we could think of was to hold on and hope 
we could survive until everything “returned to normal.”

We were accustomed to experiencing periodic downturns, but 
this was a crisis of a different magnitude. Even more disturbing 
was the recognition that, despite being in the “creative” sector, 
we had almost no new ideas for how to move forward. In the 
early stages of a crisis, a certain amount of shock and reactive 
thinking can be expected. It’s hard to think about redesigning 
an organization when you are simply trying to keep the doors 
open. But as time progressed and the recession got worse, it 
was disheartening to see very few innovative ideas or creative 
solutions emerge. Nor was there any significant recognition or 
discussion that, in the aftermath of this catastrophic event, it 
might be time to rethink our usual ways of working.

My concern for the future of YBCA, the organization I was 
leading, and observation of the challenges being faced by those 
around me propelled me to reexamine what we were doing, why 
we were doing it, and whether we still had a viable mechanism 
for sustaining the work we cared so deeply about and that meant 
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so much to our communities and our society. It was at this time 
that my thinking evolved away from ideas of arts administration 
and arts management and focused on the idea of arts leadership. 
What did it mean to be an arts and cultural leader? How was that 
different from our day-to-day work? How could we create impact 
in the field? Could we create impact, not just in the arts field, but 
in our communities and even beyond?

Since that time, I have been observing, researching, and 
writing about arts organizations and arts leadership in the 
contemporary world. I have worked directly with several other 
arts organizations to reexamine their work and processes in an 
effort to forge new paths forward. Through these experiences, I 
came to conclusions about Arts Leadership that formed the basis 
of the first edition of this book. Over the last five years, through 
more work with other arts leaders and arts organizations, I find 
myself expanding, challenging, and refining those ideas. I’ve 
engaged in dialogue with artists and arts leaders in this country 
and around the world to try to tease out a better, stronger, more 
resilient, and more promising idea of what arts and cultural 
leadership is and what it demands of us who aspire to that title. 
While the answer to this is complex and multifaceted, I believe 
there are a few essential qualities that characterize the best arts 
leaders and by extension, leadership organizations.

To begin, despite my own and my colleagues’ “on-the-job 
training” and the practical aspects of our work, any presumption 
to Arts Leadership must be grounded in a conceptual 
understanding of purpose, meaning, and vision. In too many 
programs and organizations, questions of what our work is 
and how we do it take precedence over interrogating why we 
pursue this vocation. Given that we are an “arts industry,” and 
that “production” is very much at the heart of the performing 
arts, this attention to practical problems is not a surprising 
phenomenon. “What” and “how” are also questions that have 
concrete answers – we can point to what we do and how well 
we do it and claim the mantle of leadership. But unless we know, 
and can clearly articulate for ourselves, our organizations, and 
our communities, why we are doing this work, what vision we 
have for the future of the communities we serve, and why that 
matters, we cannot claim to be leaders.
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The paths of the artist and the arts administrator have 
diverged alarmingly over the years. The artist’s role, we tend 
to believe, is to create the art and the administrator’s separate 
(and often lesser) role is to acquire the resources and create 
the mechanisms necessary to support the artist. For practical 
reasons of “getting the work done,” this works. There is currently 
more artistic “product” in today’s world than ever before. Thanks 
largely to digital technology, we are awash in creative (and 
less-than-creative) outpourings from any number of would-be 
artists with access to a computer, a camera, or a phone. While 
we should be grateful to technology for democratizing arts 
production, with such an outpouring of “art,” the question of 
“why,” for both the artist and the arts leader, becomes ever more 
crucial; and that answer must be greater than making money 
and achieving a degree of celebrity, the concerns which seem to 
dominate the marketplace and the larger cultural discourse.

Having a mission and vision, knowing why you are engaged 
in this work is just the beginning of the existential questions 
that artists and arts leaders need to consider. Understanding 
why that mission matters to anyone besides yourself is also 
necessary. A Development Director that I worked with early in 
my career made the point to me about the difference between 
“want” and “need.” There were many things that I wanted and 
that my organization wanted but unless I could clarify for 
potential donors of their essential need, I was unlikely to get 
the support I was looking for. This was a key lesson. We exist in 
a self-indulgent society in which we expect our every desire – 
what we want – to be accommodated. But what rises to a level 
of need for an arts organization is another question entirely, 
one that necessarily extends to the larger world. It embraces 
another essential quality of arts leadership: a deep and profound 
connection to the community you serve and the world beyond 
that community.

Arts Leadership emerges from the integration of a passionate 
devotion to the art with a deep awareness of and commitment 
to the external environment. If we are to produce and present 
work that truly matters, we need to be fully aware of and 
immersed in the world around us: all of the various trends, 
crises, developments, and changes that are the substance of 
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human civilization, and what that world “needs” from the arts. 
This has never been more crucial than it is right now. It’s not 
just that we live in a complex and contentious world that is 
in a state of constant change and evolution. Today, we also 
are forced to function in the intersecting realities of so-called 
“real life” and the designed, curated, and manufactured worlds 
created by our digital devices, our social media constructs, the 
algorithmic determination of what we see and hear and read 
online. It has never been more difficult to assess and understand 
what is “really real,” and as arts leaders, it has never been 
more crucial for us to understand these multiple, overlapping, 
and intersecting realities and to find ways to engage our 
organizations and our communities through and within them.

Arts Leadership also means being a cultural activist, not just 
a cultural advocate. Most of us engage with art because we love 
it. We take joy in immersion in an arts experience and believe 
in its transformative impact for ourselves and our communities. 
When we aren’t busy making work, we are promoting the arts 
to anyone who will listen. For an arts leader to be a cultural 
activist, however, means something more. It means both 
advocating for and embodying through our work, a world in 
which the arts are an intrinsic component of a vibrant and 
healthy society. It means recognizing that the arts are essential; 
that we need art just as we need food, clothing, and shelter and 
doing everything we can to make that belief a reality.

Many of my artist colleagues in Africa that I came to know 
through the work of the African Contemporary Arts Consortium 
helped me understand this. I saw firsthand how integral their art 
was to their lives. Art wasn’t just a fun thing to do on Saturday 
night; it was a key part of making meaning in their lives. It 
was their reason for being. Being an artist was not a job, but a 
calling, a destiny to which they had committed their lives. While 
many artists can and do say the same thing, how many arts 
administrators would say that about the work they do? It is my 
contention that we cannot call ourselves arts leaders and be 
involved in “just doing a job.” Being an arts leader means being 
a cultural activist doing work that truly matters in a world that 
desperately needs it. It requires the same commitment to the 
work as that of the artists.
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Core aspects of arts leadership are imagination and idealism, 
two vastly underappreciated values in today’s world. Robert 
Kennedy famously said, “Some men see things as they are and 
ask, ‘Why?’ I dream things that never were and ask, ‘Why not?’.” 
This is the mantra of arts leadership as well. If arts management 
happens in the realm of systems, strategy, and process, 
arts leadership exists in the realm of ideas, ideals and even 
dreams. Arts leaders must be visionaries. We need the larger 
perspective and the loftier aim. Buffeted by the challenges and 
disappointments of the contemporary world, the communities 
we serve hunger for meaning and purpose; something that takes 
us beyond where we currently find ourselves. This is the unique 
power of the arts. It is not a role that politics, business, or even 
education can accomplish. Arts leadership requires a focus on 
the future, lifting our heads above the melee of contemporary 
life to see the greatest of what we desire for ourselves and the 
communities that we serve.

Moral and ethical behavior is intrinsic to arts leadership. 
Our world is drowning in a sea of unethical behavior. Arts 
organizations regularly, if uneasily, accept money and support 
from business leaders engaged in weapons manufacturing, drug 
production, running private prisons, and other legal but morally 
questionable activities. Only recently have organizational 
leaders been called to account for their racist, sexist beliefs 
and behavior. To be a cultural leader is to be an exemplar of 
ethical behavior and to lead organizations that hold themselves 
to similarly high standards. I find I need to continually urge arts 
leaders and arts organizations to reach high when devising their 
organizational – and personal – statement of Values. It’s the rare 
opportunity to “put a stake in the ground,” to establish immutable 
boundaries around what we believe in. These statements define 
who we are, what our organizations stand for, and what lines we 
are unwilling to cross.

Finally, arts leadership demands tenacity, flexibility, and 
adaptability. Arts leaders require the unique ability to synthesize 
our ideas, ideals, and ideologies with the actuality of the 
contemporary world. We are imperfect human beings, and our 
organizations are similarly imperfect. Yet we must continue to 
strive, to aspire, to achieve what we care about most, because 
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the work we do matters to us and to the world. Arts leadership 
means carrying the struggle forward no matter the challenges 
and obstacles in our path.

“Show up and engage” is the first rule of leadership; the hard 
work that follows is what we are here to do. So let us begin by 
looking at the world we have created, the one we are working in 
now, and what that means for arts leadership (Figure I-1).

Figure I.1 A Performance at the Apollo Theater, Harlem, New York City.  
Photo by Shahar Azran. Courtesy Apollo Theater
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In May 2021, Indigenous scholar David Treuer published an 
article in the Atlantic entitled “Return the National Parks to the 
Tribes.” He begins the article:

In 1851, members of a California state militia called the 
Mariposa Battalion became the first white men to lay eyes on 
Yosemite Valley. The group was largely made up of miners. 
They had been scouring the western slopes of the Sierra 
when they happened upon the granite valley that Native 
peoples had long referred to as “the place of a gaping mouth.” 
Lafayette Bunnell, a physician attached to the militia, found 
himself awestruck. “None but those who have visited this most 
wonderful valley, can even imagine the feelings with which 
I looked upon the view,” he later wrote. “A peculiar exalted 
sensation seemed to fill my whole being, and I found my 
eyes in tears.” Many of those who have followed in Bunnell’s 
footsteps over the past 170 years, walking alongside the 
Merced River or gazing upon the god-rock of El Capitan, 
have been similarly struck by the sense that they were in the 
presence of the divine.

(Treuer, 2021)

Awed by the majesty and beauty of what they saw, these 
“explorers” were nonetheless in search of wealth – the gold that 
was presumed to be in these hills. They were inconvenienced 
in their search, and their ultimate exploitation of the valley’s 
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resources, by the Miwok people, the native population that had 
successfully stewarded this land for thousands of years. In the 
subsequent years, like much of the west, white settlers flooded 
the valley and surrounding area, extracting whatever value 
they could from the earth. The Miwok were, like virtually all 
native peoples of North America, either exterminated or sent to 
reservations far from the lands that were intrinsic not simply 
to their way of life but to the spiritual essence of their lives and 
their culture.

Unsurprisingly, those extracted from their native habitats 
and displaced to reservations struggled to survive in an alien 
world. Many didn’t survive. Meanwhile, the exploitation of the 
land by its colonizers continued apace. A few “National Parks,” 
like Yosemite, were, after extraordinary effort, set aside for 
preservation. Even today, the boundaries and purposes of 
national lands are under constant assault by a culture that too 
often would prefer to mine them for their buried wealth.

In her remarkable book High on the Hog; A Culinary Journey 
from Africa to America, author Jessica B. Harris movingly 
describes the notorious Middle Passage, one leg of the triangular 
slave trade that brought enslaved humans from Africa to work 
the land, grow the food, and sustain the lives and culture of 
their owners and masters on the American continent. In the 
Introduction she writes:

We are a race that never before existed: a cobbled together 
admixture of Africa, Europe and the Americas. We are like 
no others before us. Involuntarily taken from a homeland, 
molded in the crucible of enslavement, forged in the fire of 
disenfranchisement, and tempered by migration, we all too 
often remain strangers in the only land that is ours.

(Harris, 2012, p. 1)

Harris is not the only writer to describe the horrific practice 
of forcibly extracting Africans from their homeland. However, 
her eloquent narrative moves beyond a descriptive trauma of 
the slave trade. Her research also illuminates the subsequent 
integration/appropriation of African culinary expertise into 
what we now know as American cuisine, a process that has also 
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occurred in art, music, dance, sport … indeed all aspects of 
American culture.

It is not inaccurate to say that not just the wealth, but the 
cultural foundation of the United States has been forged by these 
two egregious epochs in our history – the genocide of indigenous 
peoples and the enslavement of Africans. A belief system, an 
American culture, was created that is predicated on the idea that 
the extraction and exploitation of natural resources and people 
is a, perhaps unfortunate but ultimately necessary, sacrifice that 
needs to be made for the growth and progress that is arguably the 
highest value of American culture. We see this playing out in the 
contemporary world on such a regular basis that we accept it as 
a given. Mountains are leveled so that we can extract coal to heat 
homes. Neighborhoods have been destroyed so that freeways can 
be built to facilitate the movement of people and goods. Wages are 
kept as low as possible so that profits can be maximized. The key 
success metrics for the American culture are industrial growth 
and individual wealth accumulation. It is both true and laudable 
that American culture also celebrates imagination, innovation, 
volunteerism, and other more salutary values. But the decisive 
determinant of value and success in contemporary American 
society, then and now, is the ability for any activity to generate 
growth and build wealth, accepting the human or environmental 
cost as unfortunate but necessary.

The ideology of exploitation and extraction is not limited to 
the United States. While climate change as a destructive force 
is finally being discussed among nations, the argument is made 
by many that since Europe and the United States were able to 
build their wealth and prominence in the 18th and 19th centuries 
through extraction and exploitation, other countries must not 
be denied the same opportunity, even knowing the destructive 
force of such practices. From the exploitation of rain forests 
of Brazil for farming and mining to the disastrously polluted 
cities of India and China, from the exploitation of the people 
and the jungles of Congo (for minerals necessary to sustain 
many of the technological accomplishments of the west) to the 
rising sea levels facing the South Pacific Islands, from floods 
in Europe to melting Arctic ice caps, the destruction of the 
ecosphere is a reality we are still only reluctantly beginning to 



18

reckon with. In our culture of extraction and exploitation, we 
“use up” people, resources, and the bounty of the earth in favor 
of endless growth and the accumulation of wealth. By focusing 
so singularly on our ever-expanding desire for upward mobility 
and wealth accumulation, we have brushed aside concerns 
about the long-term viability of what we are up to as stewards 
of the worlds and have failed to consider the unintended 
consequences of our actions. We have created a culture of 
unsustainability.

Arts and cultural leaders have largely been absent from 
this discourse, failing to raise their voices in support of the 
humanistic values that are at the core of the arts experience. In 
fact, as I will address shortly, cultural organizations have been 
more complicit than they would like to believe in this culture 
of unsustainability. Only in the past few years have some arts 
and cultural leaders begun to see the role they can and must 
play in the reimagining of belief systems and cultural values; 
a reimagining that must take root if we are to create a culture 
of sustainability. Before moving to that conversation, however, 
it is helpful to examine further the roots of this culture of 
unsustainability and what the ideologies are, beyond excessive 
consumption, that have brought us to this point.

UNSUSTAINABILITY IS A BELIEF SYSTEM

A reasonable person would be forgiven for wondering how 
the explorers of Yosemite could look with awe at the beauty of 
the Valley and subsequently rampage through it. What is the 
mindset, one also wonders, that would allow slave ship captains 
to cram hundreds of human beings into the bowels of a ship, 
transport them across the Atlantic, and then sell the survivors 
like animals on a slave trading block? Are these aberrations? 
Or are they the natural manifestations of a culture of extraction, 
exploitation, and cruelty? What are the cultural values that 
underpin these practices, making them not just viable but 
acceptable to society? How did we get here?

In his provocative book Arts and Sustainability, the 
theoretician Sacha Kagan explores some of the thinking behind 
these fundamental questions about Western culture, examining 
what he calls our “culture of unsustainability.” He makes several 
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key points, three of which I particularly want to highlight for 
their relevance in understanding how we got to where we are.

In his historical analysis of the roots of our culture of 
unsustainability, Kagan cites the work of German philosophers 
Max Horkheimer and Theodor Adorno who looked at the 
genesis of the Enlightenment as foundational to the idea of 
western civilization. Kagan quotes their characterization of 
the Enlightenment Era, arguably the foundation of modern 
society, as:

the advance of thought … aimed at liberating human beings 
from fear and installing them as masters … Enlightenment’s 
program was the disenchantment of the world. It wanted 
to dispel myths; to overthrow fantasy with knowledge … 
Knowledge, which is power, knows no limits.

(Kagan, 2011, p. 46)

In the estimation of Horkheimer and Adorno, the result of 
Enlightenment thinking has become an ethos in which:

Anything which does not conform to a standard of 
calculability and utility must be treated with suspicion … 
There must be only one reality; all others are dismissed as 
myth and illusion. Anything that cannot be resolved into 
numbers, and ultimately into one, is illusion … Symbolic 
thought is crushed.

(Kagan, 2011, p. 47)

Kagan also quotes Hungarian philosopher of science Ervin 
Laszlo (b.1932) who describes the aptly named “classical” 
worldview: “The classical worldview was atomistic and 
individualistic (emphasis added); it viewed objects as separate 
from their environments and people as separate from each 
other and from their surroundings.” Lazlo goes on to say, “The 
classical worldview was materialistic, viewing all things as 
distinct and measurable material entities…. The classical 
worldview was Eurocentric, taking Western industrial 
societies as the paradigms of progress and development” 
(Kagan, 2011, p. 26).
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Kagan further notes the view of Romanian theoretical physicist 
Basarab Nicolescu (b.1942) who decries the fragmentation of our 
understanding of the world we inhabit, one that separates the 
“hard” sciences from the “softness” of the arts and humanities. 
According to Nicolescu: “All knowledge other than scientific is 
thus cast into the inferno of subjectivity, tolerated at most as 
a meaningless embellishment or rejected with contempt as a 
fantasy, an illusion, a regression or a product of the imagination” 
(Kagan, 2011, p. 27).

In just these three brief passages, we can begin to see how 
the contours of contemporary culture have developed through 
the lens of the Enlightenment and its disenchantment of the 
world. With the ascendance of reason as a primary cultural 
value, the arts were consigned to a fundamentally secondary 
role. Mythmaking and storytelling – the very essence of culture 
and the arts – become signifiers of superstition and fear, 
qualities the Enlightenment meant to curtail if not eliminate. In 
the modern world that emerged from the Enlightenment, spirit 
and emotion, awe and wonder, culture and the arts that grapple 
with the inexplicable and intangible are consigned to the realm 
of “soft power,” far from the hyperrational realm of “hard power” 
and the “serious” decision-making that drives the world. The 
mineral wealth buried in the earth and the use to which it can 
be put to advance society are embraced as superior in value 
to the awe-inspiring views that greeted the Mariposa battalion. 
Enslaved Africans, psychically stripped of their humanity and 
seen as devoid of their emotional and spiritual essence, become 
commodified and exploitable without concern for their humanity. 
It’s no wonder that these historical events happened the way 
they did. In a sense, they were culturally predetermined to be an 
acceptable and viable choice.

The key points of “atomistic” and “individualistic” as Laszlo 
notes in his characterization of the classical worldview, provide 
an insight into how contemporary culture thinks about and 
assesses art, artists, and arts organizations. An atomistic 
perspective demands that we separate the art, the art world, 
and the cultural realm from the larger world within which it 
exists. Rarely is there serious conversation about the integration 
of culture with economics, government, policy-making, or, not 
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surprisingly, environmental sustainability. Of course, the arts 
are not alone in this atomistic formation. The world we live in 
seems singularly uninterested in and/or challenged by the 
notion of integrating ideas, trends, movements, affects, culture, 
and the environment as crucial to our ability to solve problems. 
We not only crave the easy answer to complex problems 
(Congested highways? Build more roads. Homelessness? 
Build more houses!), we too often fail to see the unintended 
consequences of our decisions, making difficult situations 
worse. The concept of “wicked problems” has emerged in 
some policy-making circles to describe societal problems 
that are so completely integrated with others that they are no 
longer susceptible to an easy, clear solution. Instead, they are 
characterized as “wicked;” exceptional in their complexity. That 
we view interrelated issues in this separate, head-scratching, 
impossible-to-solve category is indicative of the pervasiveness of 
atomistic thinking. Atomistic thinking has allowed us to believe 
that we can make decisions and solve problems within a tightly 
constrained field without considering or even acknowledging 
the impact of those decisions on the larger systems within which 
we operate.

Individualism too is rampant in arts and culture. We have 
created a system in which the individual artist – the soloist, 
the conductor, the prima ballerina, the star of the play – is 
recognized, honored, awarded, remunerated, and heroicized 
for their individual accomplishment with too little recognition 
of the ecosphere within which their individual accomplishment 
has been made possible. This heroicism is reflected largely 
in financial terms and the ability of the artist or the arts 
organization to accumulate wealth in the broadly defined art 
market. The same holds true for leaders of arts organizations. 
Boards of Directors seek out the “one” individual who can 
“transform the organization” or “take us to the next level” or 
“put us on the map” – clichés that are all too commonly heard in 
the search for arts leaders. Without in any way deemphasizing 
the importance of individual effort or the necessity for focused 
organizational leadership, the emphasis on finding “the one” 
often leads to disappointment as expectations of what that leader 
can make happen outstrip what is possible in the real world.
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In this same vein, Kagan explores the culturally dominant 
concept of autopoiesis, which is defined as the property of a living 
system that allows it to maintain and renew itself by regulating 
its composition and conserving its boundaries. Can there be a 
better description of the art world and those who operate within 
it? It is a world intent on self-regulation, self-renewal, and not just 
establishing but also maintaining the boundaries of what is and is 
not, what can or cannot be, art. Autopoiesis has allowed two key 
concepts to become the received wisdom of the cultural sphere. 
One, that “It’s art when an artist declares it to be art” enables us 
to avoid the difficult and contentious discussion not simply of 
what art actually is, but what the role of the perceiver of art – the 
audience, the spectator, the community – plays in this exchange. 
Second, that art has intrinsic value (“art for art’s sake”) has taken 
a laudable idea – that art need not serve a utilitarian value but 
has value simply because it exists – and turned it into a political 
statement that allows the art – and the artist – to disengage from 
the world in which it exists, reveling in the irrelevance, if not the 
self-indulgence, of the art and the artist.

Autopoiesis creates a cultural environment in which success 
comes to those who can operate within the established 
boundaries of what is art, what is deemed “good art,” and what 
is consequently valued art. Those who operate outside these 
boundaries are separated and seen as inferior, implicitly if 
not explicitly. Terms like “street artists,” “outsider artists,” and 
“community-based artists” as distinct from simply “artists” 
successfully reinforce the notion that art happening outside the 
“art world” is subordinate to that which happens within its self-
referential borders.

Kagan goes on to note other components of our culture of 
unsustainability including: 

Hyper-consumerism: quoting from systems theorist and deep 
ecologist Fritjof Capra:

Consumption is considered as an imperative, through ‘the 
delusion that the accumulation of material goods is the royal 
road to happiness […] and material acquisition is portrayed as 
a basic human right, increasingly even as an obligation.’

(Kagan, 2011, p. 32)
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The estrangement of nature: quoting from American philosopher 
and ecologist David Abram:

…Western civilization has developed an acute autism towards 
the natural environment, in stark contrast to numerous 
indigenous cultures, which have retained an ability to 
perceive and respond more subtly and qualitatively more 
effectively to their natural environments.

(Kagan, 2011, p. 34)

The constitution of a technological system: quoting from French 
sociologist Jacques Ellul:

In the second half of the 20th century, a “Technological 
System” emerged, both fragmenting society under 
specialization and reunifying it under the self-justifying goal 
of efficiency. The technological environment pushes people 
to believe that every problem is a technical problem; Every 
issue, every question should be approachable through a 
technique. The effective growth of technical problems induces 
contemporary humans to infer that every problem is technical. 
This in turn contributes to the locking up of society in the 
technological environment. Society is full of short-circuits, 
of chaos, of not-yet-technicized areas, of unpredictability, 
of incoherence and of human relationships. The Technical 
System is not transforming society into a machine, but it is 
increasingly installing itself within the existing reality.

(Kagan, 2011, p. 50)

Atomism, individualism, hyper-consumerism, the estrangement 
of nature, autopoiesis, and the development of a system that 
reduces all situations to ones that are fixable by a technological 
solution; these are the parameters of our culture. They describe 
the belief system that defines our world and that has contributed 
to the creation of an unsustainable culture.

ARTS AND CAPITALISM: UNHAPPY BEDFELLOWS IN 
UNSUSTAINABILITY

As Laszlo indicates, the Eurocentric worldview and the capitalist 
business model of the industrialized world predominate 
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in western societies, and the arts are not exempt from that 
hegemony.1

In the United States, the integration of the capitalist business 
model into the structure and functions of an arts organization 
is inextricably entwined with the organizational models for the 
nonprofit arts organization. Unlike other systems in which the 
central government generates revenue through taxation and 
appropriates it to arts organizations, the United States chose a 
decentralized model that favored individual and private support 
for the arts. Indeed, it wasn’t until 1965 with the creation of the 
National Endowment for the Arts that the United States entered 
the world of government funding of the arts at all. Then and 
now, this funding is modest at best, and is always meant to 
supplement the efforts of the arts organizations who derive 
the vast majority of their funding from private and “earned” 
sources. Inevitably, this means that nonprofit arts organizations 
are required to fully participate in capitalism to survive. The 
United States is not the only country to embrace capitalism 
as its economic system, but it certainly is one that has taken 
it to its most extreme, primarily in service of, unsurprisingly, 
concentrating capital in ever fewer hands and often at 
the expense of the environment (extraction) or the people 
(exploitation).

To become a nonprofit arts organization requires legal 
incorporation and the formation of a Board of Directors for 
oversight. The role of the Board is to hold the organization 
in trust for the community. More specifically, the Board 
is responsible for ensuring both the fiscal viability of the 
organization and its programmatic purpose and integrity. What 
emerges in reality is the somewhat schizophrenic philosophical 
construction, in which a mission-driven nonprofit arts 
organization is organized and expected to operate similarly to a 
for-profit corporate entity in order to survive. At the same time, it 
is supposed to serve a community benefit or charitable purpose 
and is explicitly prevented from making a profit. Within this 
system, the higher purpose of “charity” is uneasily blended with 
the structure and methodology of “business.”

Given the (arguably excessive) market-based ideology of the 
United Sates, it is no surprise then that the business side of the 
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arts organization invariably overtakes its charitable purpose, a 
circumstance that has far-reaching consequences within and 
beyond the organization. In just one example, to receive a grant 
from government entities, as well as most private foundations, 
organizations must submit extensive documentation to help 
the reviewing committee assess whether the organization is 
worthy of receiving the grant. In most cases, while “artistic 
excellence” is stated as the primary criteria for awarding a 
grant, “organizational capacity” is usually equally as critical 
to success. Artistic excellence has always been problematic to 
define, even for the panels of professionals who often advise 
foundations and government agencies on whether to award 
grants. Organizational capacity, however, seems more concrete 
and thus easier to measure and assess. Who (status, position, 
wealth) is on the Board and how well they function (regular 
meetings, minutes, legal documents written and filed, etc.) 
became key markers of success. Does everyone on the Board 
give and/or get donations? Is there stable, ongoing professional 
leadership and management? A stable and/or growing staff? 
Has there been slow, steady growth over time (“Please provide 
your three-year budget plan and explain a deficit or surplus of 
10% or greater in any given year”)? Grantmakers want to know 
for certain that if they give money to an arts organization, it 
will not be “wasted” (artists are not to be trusted) nor will the 
organization disappear due to the unpredictable actions of 
those running it (administrators are not to be trusted either). In 
this formation, structure and conformity to a capitalist model is 
valued, sometimes more than the art itself.

The noblesse oblige paradigm of the nonprofit Board design 
and structure, in which “outside experts” are expected to 
(voluntarily) monitor and oversee the work of the professional 
staff, has been widely accepted as the gold standard of good 
governance. Coinciding with this governance model, one 
that mirrors the for-profit world, is the corporate business 
management structure that features a CEO, senior staff that 
report to him (nearly always a him), managerial staff and 
administrators to execute strategic plans, marketing strategies, 
development departments, financial reporting, project 
management, and assessments based on quantifiable metrics. 
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The performing arts industry and the business of the arts 
are now how we talk about an enterprise – art-making – that 
is actually a myth-making, storytelling, and culture-shaping 
endeavor.

The nonprofit arts have become firmly entrenched 
as corporatized businesses. In the performing arts, the 
performance event itself has become a “product” to be created, 
bought, and sold according to the desires of the marketplace. 
Executive salaries of some arts administrators have risen to 
stratospheric levels, in which some leaders of orchestras, art 
museums, or performing arts centers are making multimillion 
dollars salaries with the perks that go with being the chief 
executive of a major corporation. These salaries are explicitly 
justified by the rationale that these (heroic) individuals are 
running multimillion dollar corporations and deserve to be 
compensated accordingly.

Meanwhile, the arts sector fully participates in the exploitation 
of labor through its widespread use of an underpaid staff, 
community volunteers, and unpaid interns to perform many 
of the key tasks required to survive. At the same time, 
organizations extend perks to donors based on how much they 
give and fine-tune “dynamic” pricing strategies that change 
minute to minute in order to maximize the price paid for a 
ticket. Arts organizations have accepted as “best practice” an 
entrenched, class-based system of arts in which the rich don’t 
just get richer, they get better seats, better access to the artists 
and the arts leaders, their name on the building, the wall, the 
door, or any other sellable piece of the arts organization, and the 
care and feeding of a donor is the sine qua non of the successful 
nonprofit arts organization.

Successful arts leaders are generally seen as those who have 
most completely and most elegantly accommodated the system 
through adherence to the extractive, exploitative capitalist 
business model. Success is judged on budget size, growth, fiscal 
discipline, capital accumulation. The administrative staff of the 
organization are not only the largest part of the organization, 
they are the highest paid employees. Even at the Board level and 
at Board meetings, the “soft” topics of artistry and community 
impact are too often sidelined in favor of discussions about 
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management and money. Rather than remaining outside of the 
corporate model, as our nonprofit status suggests we should, we 
are fully immersed in it.

As a result, we have created a culture of unsustainability 
which, like the rest of the world, has also sowed the seeds 
of our eventual demise. The Great Recession of 2007–2009 
starkly revealed that, through our own complicity, the artistic 
experiences we revere, and to which we devote our life’s work, 
have become commodities as disposable as any other product 
in the marketplace. The arts were, and still are, on virtually 
everyone’s list of “things I can do without in tough economic 
times.” As a field, we learned what it means to be successfully 
embedded in the economic life of the society, but not in its 
existential or sociocultural life – the kind of meaning-making 
that drew most of us to the arts, and which is their unique and 
wonderful power.

At no time was this more obvious than 2020, when the twin 
crises of the COVID-19 pandemic and social upheaval related to 
systemic racism struck our societies. The world we had come to 
accept as “the way things are” collapsed in a cultural nanosecond 
and the wreckage is all around us. Many arts organizations, new 
and old, folded because they could not adapt quickly enough 
or completely enough to a radically changed environment. 
Some survived thanks to surprisingly robust governmental 
intervention. Arts advocates made the argument that artists were 
“essential workers,” an idea that, sadly but not surprisingly, most 
Americans felt was preposterous. It was inconceivable to the 
majority of the population that artists and people who work in 
the realms of art, culture, myth-making, storytelling, music, and 
movement were “essential” to a society. Not surprisingly, when 
the government did respond to the crisis facing the arts, it was 
through the business framework, compensating for lost revenue 
and saving jobs, and not for the intrinsic value of the arts to our 
society and the artists necessary to create that art. The jobs were 
essential; the art was not.

Throughout the late 20th century and into the 21st century, 
arts organizations have survived so many downturns, so many 
negative trends, so many tough love admonitions to “behave 
like a business, do more with less, do less with less, downsize, 
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right-size, raise prices, lower prices, forget about government 
support, don’t rely on foundations for support, embrace risk, 
mitigate risk,” and more. The list of prescriptive strategies for a 
healthy (code for financially successful) arts organization is long 
and filled with both practical advice and deep contradictions. 

Because arts organizations and artists are generally creative, 
most have made it through economic ups and downs by 
shifting from one approach to another. In 2008, when we were 
facing the worst recession of our lifetimes, the general belief 
seemed to be that if we just held on, we could make it through 
this one as well. But in 2020, no one had that belief, and in 
2021, arts organizations were searching desperately for new 
ideas, new ways of working, and new solutions to the problem 
of sustainability. We are facing a future that is unknown and 
unknowable with a surprisingly thin portfolio of ideas to work 
with as we look ahead.

The system has proved unsustainable, and the capitalistic 
system of extraction and exploitation has failed us. It is past 
time that we look at alternatives: ways of working that are 
systemically sustainable and fully aligned with the power of 
the arts to create, as Bunnell the explorer described when he 
first saw Yosemite Valley, “a peculiar, exalted sensation.” To do 
that requires that we abandon our culture of unsustainability 
in favor of one that is firmly grounded in the concepts of 
ecology that define and ensure sustainability. We need to 
explore and investigate core ecological ideas like resilience, 
symbiosis, mutualism, and adaptation that are the key elements 
necessary to sustain life on earth. These same ideas are also 
the foundational concepts that will guide us in our quest to build 
sustainable arts organizations.

Note
 1 While I will examine this chiefly through the lens of the development of nonprofit 

arts organizations in the United States, I have worked with arts leaders and arts 
organizations in Mexico, Britain, Russia, Spain, and several African countries, all 
of whom have adopted or are trying to adopt and adapt the U.S. model to their own 
systems of government and governance. When working with these arts leaders, I 
always note the weaknesses and flaws embedded in the U.S. approach to the arts 
and encourage my global colleagues to develop their own way of working: one that 
integrates the most effective practices of what they already know and what they 
might find useful from the U.S. system.
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At some point early in their career training, most artists 
encounter a teacher or mentor who tells them, “If there is 
anything else you can possibly do with your life, you should 
do it, and forget the idea of a career in the arts.” This all too 
familiar advice, especially from teachers and mentors, is an 
often bitter acknowledgment of how difficult it is to build and, 
more importantly, sustain a career in the arts. Similarly, when 
arts leaders look at their own organizations, and especially if 
they are about to embark on a new program or explore a new 
revenue model, they worry about sustainability. In times of 
great uncertainty and upheaval, like the current era, the search 
for sustainability takes on outsized urgency and importance. 
Uncertainty frightens us and we are eager to find ways to 
diminish that fear by creating organizations that we believe 
can withstand the whirlwind of external forces, providing us 
with the stable, comfortable existence that we crave. We want 
organizations that are sustainable.
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Arts leaders view sustainability not only through a financial 
lens but also through one of meaning and relevance. We believe 
that what we are doing must matter not only to us but to future 
generations, to the art form itself, to the human experience. We 
work in a field that judges the quality and vitality of its best work 
by its ability to “stand the test of time.” We care so deeply and 
invest so much of ourselves into building our organizations that 
we are eager to find ways to ensure that what we are building 
will outlast the current moment. Repeatedly, we turn to the idea 
of sustainability to assess whether an artwork still matters or 
will matter in the future, and we extend that same assessment 
to our organizations. In assessing the potential sustainability of 
our organization, our usual approach is to look at the projected 
resources required to do it (human and financial), balance 
that against the costs (also human and financial), assess the 
projected outcomes and make a determination as to whether we 
are likely to be able to keep it alive well into the future.

It has become an article of faith among arts leaders that 
the way to achieve sustainability is by creating strong, solid 
programs, structures, and organizations that are “built to last.” 
Because we equate strength and solidity with sustainability, we 
believe that the larger and more established our organizations 
become, the more likely they are to survive. With that 
understanding firmly in our minds, we continually strive for 
larger buildings, larger organizations, larger budgets, larger 
staffs, larger endowments. When Jim Collins and Jerry Porras’s 
Built to Last: Successful Habits of Visionary Companies was 
published in 1994, it quickly became a “must-read” for arts 
leaders and managers. We were tantalized by the idea that 
there could be prescriptions from the business world that would 
enable us to build sustainable organizations, if only we would 
follow them.

The arts, however, are not a business. 

Moreover, as the Great Recession, COVID-19, and other 
substantive societal disruptions have shown us, size and solidity 
do not guarantee an ability for a business to last beyond the 
current moment. By 2014, 88% of the Fortune 500 companies that 
existed in 1955 were no longer extant. Moreover, several major 
companies that are now seemingly “built to last,” like Facebook, 
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eBay, Home Depot, Microsoft, Office Depot, and Target, did not 
exist (Perry, 2014). Even as arts organizations have adhered to 
the widespread admonishment to “behave like a business” in 
order to survive, businesses all around us have been evolving, 
flailing and failing.

In the nonprofit sector in general, including the arts, 
endowments have long been considered the gold standard 
of sustainability. Build an endowment and your organization 
will survive the vagaries of the marketplace (an ironic idea 
given that endowments are usually built on stock portfolios 
which are inherently risky.) During the Great Recession, large 
organizations like universities and major performing arts 
organizations with huge endowments found their returns so 
greatly diminished, that they too had to lay off staff and cut 
programs just like smaller organizations did. In some cases, 
endowments were decimated for current expenses and a few 
organizations folded. Endowments did not turn out to be the key 
to sustainability as we had thought, any more than the large, 
costly-to-operate buildings that presumably signal permanence 
did. Now, in these unsettled times of pandemic, climate crisis, 
and a worldwide struggle for equity and social justice, the 
business models which we have strived to imitate have yet again 
failed us. Is sustainability for an arts organization a pipe dream? 
Or do we need to recalibrate our thinking? Perhaps it’s time to 
rethink what we even mean by sustainability in the context of 
the art that is our very reason for existence not the business 
models that we have created to support the art. So, let’s start 
there.

ART IS ESSENTIAL TO LIFE

In 2017, I traveled to Lima, Peru, where I visited MALI, the Lima 
Museum of Art. The museum has an extraordinary collection 
of pre-Columbian art. I found myself inextricably drawn into 
deep contemplation of these essentially utilitarian objects and 
emotionally overwhelmed by their intrinsic beauty. While each 
object had a specific functional purpose – drinking vessels, 
bowls, utensils – they were simultaneously and unmistakably 
works of art. It’s difficult to describe the aesthetic sensation of 
contemplating these objects and it was a revelation. I couldn’t 
help reflecting on the knowledge that these exquisite pieces of 
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art were made by people living in the Central Andes from 1200 
BCE until the arrival of the Spaniards in the 15th century. We can 
only imagine the rigors of their daily life. Still, they created art.

Several weeks later, I visited the canyons of Escalante National 
Monument in southern Utah in the United States. There, I saw 
petroglyphs and pictographs created by Native Americans 
sometime between 500 and 1250 AD. Scratched into the side of a 
rock on a remote mountain were images of animals and people, 
rendered with exquisite care and radiating with simple beauty. 
It was a breathtaking experience to see these expressions of 
the human impulse to create art from a time and place about 
which we have so little documentation. Yet we can see from 
the images they left us that they were artists. Had recording 
technology been available at the time, I am quite sure that the 
ritual dances, songs, and performances of humans from these 
and other ancient civilizations would be equally affecting to the 
contemporary witness.

No matter how expressions of the artistic impulse have 
evolved over time, what form they take, how we have enhanced 
them with contemporary technologies, it seems that there 
is something inside even the earliest human beings that 
motivated them to create art. Despite deprivations and harsh 
circumstances, humans have sought and found self-expression 
through art. Ancient Greek theater, African tribal rituals from 
centuries before the written word, Arabic music of the desert: 
it is hard to imagine that the people of any ancient civilization 
were creating art as the luxury commodity it has become in 
the contemporary world. Art-making, it seems, is as inherent 
to human existence – as essential – as eating, drinking, finding 
food, and creating shelter. Perhaps we can see that more easily 
in these ancient civilizations than in our own overdeveloped, 
overproduced, over-technologized world; the impulse to create 
has always been at the core of what it means to be human and 
alive.

If art is essential to human life, then perhaps we can look to 
life-giving, life-sustaining structures and systems in the natural 
world as both metaphor and model for how we might organize 
sustainable art systems and structures. The fields of biology 
and ecology examine how organisms are created, evolved, and 
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sustained, even in a hostile environment. It is these fields, not the 
realm of business and commerce, that can enable us to imagine 
and build organizations that are functional and sustainable: 
organizations that ensure their own survival through successful 
integration with their surrounding environment. At their best, 
perhaps they can even help to regenerate a world that, with 
its culture of extraction and exploitation, seems to be rushing 
headlong toward human extinction and the destruction of the 
earth.

ECOLOGICAL SUSTAINABILITY

In an ecological context, sustainability describes how 
(biological) systems remain diverse and productive over time. 
In a larger sense, this basic concept of sustainability extends 
outside the realm of what we think of as the natural world to 
areas of human activity, from economics and politics to the 
sociocultural factors that shape our societies.

At the 2009 Association of Performing Arts Professionals 
(APAP) conference in New York City, Robyn Archer, former 
Artistic Director of the Melbourne Festival (one of several 
high-profile positions arts leadership positions she has held), 
gave a talk in which she described how she was reframing 
her own artistic work through an ecological lens. She 
recommended a book to us: Resilience Thinking; Sustaining 
Ecosystems and People in a Changing World by Brian Walker 
and David Salt (2006). This is not an arts book; it’s a book about 
environmentalism and sustainability through resilience. In 
simple, clear language, Walker and Salt show how ecosystems 
adapt to ongoing change, and through that adaptation are 
sustained over time. This is a concept that can readily be applied 
to arts organizations as well.

Sacha Kagan offers an analogous idea in his chapter on “The 
Aesthetics of Sustainability” from his book Art and Sustainability 
by drawing on the writings of John Dewey and his seminal work 
Art as Experience (1934). Dewey orients his thinking away from 
the classical “art as object” view and toward “art as experience.” 
In so doing, he rejects the atomistic idea that an art object (or 
by extension, a performance) exists and has value – in and 
of itself. Instead, Dewey argues for an ecosystemic approach 
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(though he does not use that word) that views the existence 
of the art experience as contingent on, indeed inseparable 
from, the environment within which it is created, situated, and 
experienced.

Much of modern art world thought and practice argues 
against this idea, both implicitly and explicitly. It is common 
practice to remove art objects from their origin site and place 
them in the “white cube” of the museum as a way of focusing 
our vision on the object itself, devoid of the context which, 
ironically, is often what gives the art its meaning and power. 
Much of Western contemporary performing arts is created for 
and presented on an elevated, proscenium stage – a formation 
specifically designed to create a separation between the artist 
and the audience. Through the very architecture of the theater, 
we define the audience as spectator rather than participant. 
We are a long way from the Elizabethan theater in which the 
audience literally sat on the stage or the operas of Mozart’s time 
in which the action in the audience was apparently as much a 
part of the performance as the opera itself. We are prevented 
from experiencing Pheidias’s marble sculptures at the Parthenon 
where they were created, and instead, we view them bolted to 
the nondescript walls of the British Museum where they have 
been since they were ripped out of their environment by Lord 
Elgin in the 19th century. What were once a sacred and organic 
aspect of the exquisite Parthenon and all that represents are 
reduced to simply carved pieces of stone on a wall. They are 
interesting to see in that context but devoid of their full aesthetic 
meaning in their current location.

While one can, and many do, argue that what we have lost in 
context we have gained in the ability of the individual to focus 
on the artwork itself, undistracted by environmental noise, what 
we have also done is make art– including performance – into 
consumable objects. Our work as leaders of arts organizations 
has become riddled with language and practices that illuminate 
our commitment to arts as a product and success as defined 
by the amount of revenue generated in support of the product. 
We talk incessantly about audiences as cultural consumers; we 
empower the market to determine the value of the performing 
arts; we equate quality with popularity (which of course 
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produces the equal and opposite reaction equating lack of 
popularity with lack of quality) and celebrity with artistry. 
Inevitably, the art experience becomes enveloped within our 
culture of unsustainability – that of extraction and exploitation. 
In effect, we too often have taken the life out of the art and the 
art experience.

Dewey’s more integrated view of art – one that acknowledges 
the interrelationship of the artist, the artwork, and the 
environment – contains within it not only the possibility for 
what art critic Suzi Gablik calls the “reenchantment of art” but 
also the key: its sustainability. An integrated approach to the 
arts experience situates the audience directly into the heart of 
the aesthetic experience while simultaneously enfolding the 
inanimate environment into the experience as well, creating 
a live experience that is the core of art and life. As Kagan 
expresses it, “Experience is the result, the sign and the reward 
of that interaction of organism and environment which, when 
it is carried to its full, is a transformation of interaction into 
participation and communication” (Kagan, 2011, p.219).

With this framing, we can further understand the art 
experience as an ecosystem, one that is integrated, evolving, 
changing, and adapting. Live performing artists know this 
intuitively. They acknowledge that “every performance is unique” 
because the audience, the environment, and even the individual 
psychologies of the performers themselves are changing each 
time the work is re-performed. Sustainability arises from the 
vitality and energy that is created by this ecosystem. So-called 
great or classical works of art that have “stood the test of time” 
are sustained over that time not because they have remained 
unchanged since they were first written and performed but 
because the ecosystem within which they are re-performed 
is a living experience that creates the work anew with each 
iteration. Sustainability comes from that dynamic of adaptability 
and change. If this is the case for the arts experience, then it 
can – or should be – the case for the arts organization as well. 
By examining some key ecological concepts and applying them 
to how we think about arts organizations, we can imagine a new 
idea of sustainability, one that has the potential to animate the 
vision and mission of every arts organization.
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IDEAL-SEEKING BEHAVIOR

In his book Sustainable by Design, JC Wandemberg defines 
sustainability as “a sociological process characterized by ideal-
seeking behavior.” He goes on to define “ideal” as “a state/process 
unreachable in a given time and space but infinitely approachable” 
and adds, “This continuous approach is what incorporates 
sustainability to the state/process” (Wandemberg, 2015, p.11).

This ecological concept eloquently encapsulates the work of 
artists as well, striving to reach an ideal that may well exist only 
in the imagination of the creator. The pursuit of an “unattainable 
ideal” is what drives artists to do their work; it can and should 
drive arts organizations as well. Organizational sustainability 
derives from the pursuit of a vision so idealistic and expansive 
that we may never achieve it. It’s the journey toward the 
destination that sustains us as we reach for the aspirational ideal.

Artists understand this idea. It exists in their relentless 
searching and striving for the next creation, the next idea, the 
next iteration of their vision and craft. As a theater director, 
I always told the actors that we never actually “finished” the 
play, we simply showed what we had been able to accomplish 
by the time of the performance date. Choreographer Jawole 
Willa Jo Zollar of the dance company Urban Bush Women 
responded in similar fashion when a group of presenters who 
had commissioned a new work from her asked which venue 
would host the coveted “world premiere.” She replied, “Every 
performance is a world premiere,” because the work is ever-
changing and evolving, just like the world around us.

To many cultural leaders, this concept seems counterintuitive, 
given our deeply rooted adherence to the corporatized business 
model, with its principles of stability, growth, hierarchical 
thinking, and even ethical relativism for success, a success that 
is largely determined and defined in monetary terms. A season 
is called a success if we “break even or better;” a failure if we 
don’t. Many arts organizations have achieved what seems to 
be great success in this capitalistic mode of thinking; too many 
others have not. In pursuing the creation and presentation 
of a consumable product, it can be easy to lose sight of the 
unattainable ideal which was the reason for the creation of the 
arts organization to begin. It is the ideal that provides our reason 
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for being; when we lose sight of it, we lose the underlying sense 
of purpose, meaning, and even the aesthetics that are intrinsic to 
the arts.

(ECO)SYSTEMS THINKING

In their book, Walker and Salt talk about viewing the world 
through a “systems perspective” that recognizes:

• We are all part of linked systems of humans and nature

• These systems are complex adaptive systems

• Resilience is the key to the sustainability in these systems 
(Walker and Salt, p.11)

Understanding an arts organization as an ecosystem 
means acknowledging that it will be characterized by near 
constant motion, and that the components of this system are 
continually interacting with each other. A dynamic equilibrium 
characterizes a system, and whatever stability is possible is 
created by that dynamism, not by a moment of stasis. Over time, 
and usually in response to both internal and external forces 
over which we have variable degrees of control, individual 
components within the system might become stronger or 
weaker, more dominant, or less so. The health of the whole 
system depends on the health and continual adaptation of each 
of the component parts.

Applying this metaphor to an arts organization illuminates 
some things we know already and some we may not recognize. 
Internally, most arts organizations acknowledge the interrelated 
nature and interactions of the various “departments” required 
for the organization to accomplish its work. How that occurs 
in practice can be another question entirely, as we wrangle 
over the “silos” that we all work in. We set up retreats, all-staff 
meetings, department meetings, and “cross functional teams” 
to try to stimulate (or force) interaction among departments. We 
know we need to work together as a system, but we too often 
struggle to figure out how to do that.

One major obstacle to effective collaboration and 
communication is that our rhetoric and ideals about 
interrelatedness conflict with the fixed organizational structures 
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we have created. In most arts organizations, internal hierarchies 
extend not only to roles (directors oversee managers who 
oversee associates who oversee assistants, and people need 
to “stay in their lanes”) but also to individual departments 
(programming is insulated and isolated from marketing, finance 
and production are consulted after programming decisions have 
been made, etc.). Collaboration is blocked by an organizational 
design that reifies siloed thinking. We are organized to compete 
among ourselves for scarce resources, the approval of the Chief 
Executive Officer (CEO), or even real and imagined “turf” issues 
of space, time, resources, and prestige.

I have experienced this in nearly every organization I’ve 
worked with. At Yerba Buena Center for the Arts (YBCA), for 
example, I was the Artistic Director for curators from four 
different areas: visual arts, performance, film, and community 
engagement. Our artistic intent was to provide an integrated 
programmatic vision for the organization. Actualizing that vision 
often eluded us as we ran up against the entrenched structures, 
processes, and even our own intractable belief systems in each 
curatorial area. Who had control over the theater, the galleries, 
or the screening room and therefore could exercise veto power 
over a supposedly collaborative project? Who was the “lead 
curator?” Who was the “ultimate decision-maker?” Which area 
felt slighted, and which one got more attention or resources 
than it deserved? When we were at our best, we resolved these 
issues to the benefit of the whole organization. At our worst, we 
fell into unresolved argument. Lingering resentments fueled 
future conflicts. I learned from this experience, and others like 
it, that unless arts leaders can both conceptualize and actualize 
their organizations as integrated ecosystems rather than 
singular, siloed entities, they would always struggle to achieve a 
sustainable ecosystem.

This conflict between collaborative ideals and rigid 
hierarchical structures holds true in the larger “arts ecosystem” 
as well. Large arts organizations like performing arts centers 
and similar “major” institutions dominate the system, the 
funding sources, the press, the market, and even the civic 
consciousness. Younger, smaller, community-based, often 
culturally specific organizations struggle for an adequate share 
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of the resources they need just to survive and do their work. 
Fresher, newer ideas, cultures, art forms, artists, and aesthetics 
have little breathing room in the ecosystem.

In our culture of exploitation and extraction, relationships 
between organizations are largely transactional: “What’s in it 
for my organization?” and rarely for the benefit of the larger 
ecosystem. Early in my career, I encountered the concept of 
“exclusivity” that allowed large, wealthy organizations to prevent 
artists from performing at smaller organizations in their market 
area for fear that such performances would suppress ticket 
sales in the larger venue. Arts organizations of color regularly 
experience being asked to “collaborate” in circumstances that 
are clearly designed to enhance the reputation of the larger 
(white) organization. Even the traditional strategic planning 
process for arts organizations encourages us to not just 
define our competition but devise strategies to overcome and 
overpower them in our quest to dominate what we see as a 
limited market of potential audiences. This kind of cutthroat 
aspiration for market domination that defines the world of 
commerce is inimical to the ideals of an arts organization that 
sees itself as part of an ecosystem.

When an arts organization understands itself as an ecosystem 
rather than a business, its perspective about organizational 
design and practice shifts from vertical and linear to horizontal 
and omnidirectional, engaging with all parts of the ecosystem, 
valuing collaboration over competition, and building an 
infrastructure that enables rather than inhibits the ecosystem. 
As part of the arts (and community) ecosystem, the organization 
then interacts with other ecosystems, both within and external 
to the arts field,  in dynamic and adaptive ways to ensure the 
health and sustainability of the whole.

ADAPTATION AND NATURAL SELECTION

In biology and ecology, adaptation refers to the process of 
adjustments in behavior, physiology, or structure to become 
more suited to a changing environment. Most of us understand 
this idea in Darwinian terms of natural selection, where survival 
of the fittest means organisms must adapt to a continuously 
changing and evolving external environment or perish. There 
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is truth to this in the arts as well as the natural environment. 
As new technologies and aesthetics emerge over time and are 
woven into the arts sector, there is an expectation that the arts 
will evolve and adapt as well. This is also a highly problematic 
concept for many artists and arts leaders who are deeply 
invested in the art of previous eras, in classical art that has 
“stood the test of time.” We feel compelled to resist external 
changes that are remaking the world in ways we find hostile to 
some of our most beloved art and artistic expressions.

Amplifying acoustic music is one example of a trend that 
many artists have resisted, even as it has become prevalent 
in both contemporary and classical concerts. Indian classical 
music concerts routinely amplify their instruments performing 
a music that originated centuries ago. Western classical music 
endlessly debates the use of amplification for any performance. 
Some eschew it completely while others, like the Kronos Quartet, 
embrace amplification and electronic augmentation as a crucial 
component of their artistry (Figure 2.1).

Many musicians and ensembles have enthusiastically worked 
to adapt to a world in which ideas of sound, how it is made, 

Figure 2.1 Kronos Quartet. Photo by Evan Neff. Courtesy Kronos Performing Arts 
Association.
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shaped, or reshaped by technology, and shared with audiences, 
are changing dramatically.

There are additional worries for classical music artists, for 
example, related to other forms of technology, their impact on 
both the music and the audience and the degree to which the 
artist adapts to the change or not. Musicians may recognize 
that we live in a world that demands constant visual stimulation 
while also worrying that visual stimuli can detract from the 
listening process which is so critical to a deep appreciation 
of music. Similarly, our increased reliance on technology has 
created audiences whose attention span is shorter than ever. 
Yet, experiencing the art we love can often require an extended 
period of aural attention and concentration. If sustained 
attention is impossible for the contemporary audience, should 
we therefore adapt to that trend and significantly reduce the 
length and demands of the work we produce? Many musicians 
and organization leaders say no: this is a trend to which we will 
not adapt. Does this forecast the extinction of these treasured 
artistic experiences?

Especially in the realm of classical art forms, we tend to think of 
adaptation as needing to change the art itself. More often, however, 
the adaptation that needs to occur rests in curatorial choices and 
the mode of presentation rather than the art form itself. Working 
as I have with many young, classically trained musicians, I see 
them tackling this issue with enthusiasm and creativity. Astral 
Mixtape, an ensemble of classically trained musicians in Los 
Angeles, subverts the traditional idea of classical music concerts 
by imagining a concert as a “mixtape” – a compilation of selections 
of music, western classical as well as pop, and single movements 
of pieces rather than the entire work (Figure 2.2).

The Astral Mixtape musicians compose transitions between 
segments so that the entire concert is played through without 
a break. They also “mix up” the ensembles of players flowing 
seamlessly from solos to duos and quartets to a full chamber 
orchestra, with many of the players standing and choreographed 
to move through the space, enveloping the audience in the 
sound. The result is a concert that has adapted to the current 
trends, is attractive to the coveted young audience, and retains 
the musician’s commitment to the integrity of the music itself.
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Similarly, “Bridge to Everywhere,” a mixed ensemble of 
musicians and music led by composer Derrick Skye, has created 
concert experiences that draw from multiple musical traditions 
and that acknowledges and celebrates the multiple cultures of 
the contemporary world. Their mission is clear:

Bridge to Everywhere performs a cross-cultural program of 
contemporary music that reflects our interconnected world. This 
concert consists entirely of original music by ensemble members 
and explores connections found across diverse musical 
traditions including Hindustani and Carnatic classical music, 
traditional West African music, American folk music, Arabic 
music, Western classical music, and jazz. The group strives to 
build bridges between instruments, genres, cultures, and people.

(Bridge to Everywhere, 2022)

Bridge to Everywhere will perform inside, outside, in a park, on 
the street, or in the concert hall. They adapt what they do to the 
environment, and in doing so, remain relevant and compelling to 
their audiences (Figure 2.3).

Figure 2.2 Astral Mixtape Ensemble. Left to right: Misha Vayman (violin), Juan-
Salvador Carrasco (cello), Nathan Ben-Yehuda (keyboard), Michael Siess (violin). 
Photo by Mateo Nikolav. Courtesy Astral Mixtape Ensemble
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Arts organizations that survive have become expert at 
adaptation. How soon, how fast, how much … these are all 
questions that are central to the challenge facing arts leaders. 
But one thing is certain: failure to adapt is failure to thrive.

NICHE CONSTRUCTION

A relatively recent development in evolutionary biology and 
ecology thinking is Niche Construction Theory (NCT). NCT is, for 
artists,  an exciting complement to the idea of natural selection; 
we don’t have to just adapt to the changing environments; we 
can also create new environments that affect the present and 
future world in which we operate. This is where art and artists 
can have the greatest impact.

What exactly is NCT? Kevin Laland and Lynn Chiu, who 
created the website “Niche Construction Theory” in 2020 as a 
way of aggregating a range of writing and thinking about NCT, 
define it:

Niche construction is the process by which organisms alter 
environmental states, thereby modifying the conditions that 

Figure 2.3 Bridge to Everywhere. Photo by Philip Graulty. Courtesy Bridge to 
Everywhere.
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they, and other organisms, experience, and the sources of 
natural selection in their environments.

Organisms adapt to their environments through natural 
selection. However, they also modify natural selection through 
niche construction. In this way they influence evolution.

(Niche Construction, 2020)

NCT speaks directly to one of the core purposes of arts 
organizations: to affect the environment in which we live so that 
our community and our society at large may evolve. Yes, we must 
adapt to our changing environment. But the work we do as leaders 
of arts organizations is also critical to affecting the environment 
itself, to changing the terms under which we can thrive.

A narrow view of this is seen in “advocacy,” a term used most 
frequently in relation to government funding for the arts. We 
advocate to governmental bodies in order to change the terms 
under which we operate, generally by seeking greater funding 
from governmental entities. In that sense, advocacy work is not 
true niche construction; it simply argues for more resources to 
feed the current system.

A more expansive vision of niche construction exists in what 
we have come to call “creative placemaking.” According to the 
American Planning Association, creative placemaking is “a 
process where community members, artists, arts and culture 
organizations, community developers, and other stakeholders 
use arts and cultural strategies to implement community-led 
change. Successful creative placemaking highlights unique 
community characteristics” (American Planning Association).

Creative placemaking acknowledges that arts activity has 
the capacity to change not simply the physical environment 
(although we are very much in favor of this, as we convert 
unused warehouses and storefronts into art spaces), but 
also the less tangible aspects of the environment. It means 
the creation of more vibrant neighborhoods for communities 
through increased pedestrian activity, creative outlets and 
opportunities for artists, restaurants, coffee shops, etc. These 
elements make neighborhoods more attractive to residents and 
visitors alike which is an attractive promise that we greet with 
enthusiasm.

A Theory of Sustainability
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There is a cautionary note to creative placemaking, however, 
which we often don’t acknowledge,  which is displacement 
and gentrification. As a community “improves,” the people, 
businesses, and activities that once thrived in a relatively low-
cost environment may be pushed out by wealthy outsiders 
taking advantage of a community in flux. Longtime residents 
and businesses are displaced, and the previous sense of 
community becomes fractured and even destroyed. Almost 
inevitably, gentrification has racialized implications, as largely 
white interlopers “colonize” a neighborhood that was previously 
inhabited by people of color and other marginalized populations. 
The potentially negative implications of gentrification highlight 
the need for arts organizations engaged in creative placemaking 
to embrace two other ecological imperatives: symbiosis and 
mutualism, which I will discuss next.

Activist artists and arts organizations are at the vanguard 
of niche construction. Their work very deliberately targets the 
social change that they wish to see, with its goal of “changing 
hearts and minds” to create a better world for current and 
future generations. One could argue that arts educators are 
also engaged in niche construction when they inspire the 
next generation of artists, arts workers, arts lovers, and arts 
audiences to upset the status quo and create new organizations 
and art forms. Experimental artists are engaged in niche 
construction in the way that they first challenge and then 
redefine the boundaries of what we understand as art and 
artistry. Indeed, it is difficult to find any aspect of the arts 
ecosystem that is not continually engaged in niche construction; 
disrupting, expanding, subverting, enhancing the environment 
in which we all live. It is disingenuous of artists to claim that 
they are “just doing their work” and not engaged in social and 
cultural change. The momentum of creative activity is ever 
forward, not just shaping and remaking the art itself but shaping 
and remaking the environment within which the art exists.

SYMBIOSIS; COLLABORATIONS AND PARTNERSHIPS

Arguably the two most overused words in the arts world are 
collaboration and partnership. Not a strategic plan exists for 
an arts organization that doesn’t single out partnerships and 
collaborations as the key to the organization’s future success. 
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Yet, these terms are rarely interrogated for a deeper meaning. 
Returning to the ecological frame, we can use the concept of 
symbiosis and its subsets to explore how we might work toward 
collaborations that are generative rather than exploitative.

In its broadest sense, symbiosis represents a close, long-term 
relationship between two organisms. That relationship can be 
one of mutualism, in which both parties benefit; commensality, 
in which one party benefits while the other is unaffected or 
parasitism, in which one party benefits and the other party is 
harmed by the relationship. Any arts organization examining its 
partnerships and collaborations is likely to find that they have 
engaged in all three at one time or another.

A mutualistic relationship implies that there is a net benefit 
to each individual organization in working with the other one. 
Contracted services might fall in this category. The organization 
has a need for marketing strategy but lacks in-house expertise; 
the marketing firm has the expertise but needs clients in order 
to exercise their skills. Both parties benefit. Outreach and 
community engagement programs that place artists in external 
community settings can also be mutualistic if they are designed 
and executed with a mutual intent. The best examples of these 
are when the artist or the arts organization is embedded in the 
community and works closely with community organizations 
over an extended period of time to ascertain mutual need. 
What does the artist want from the relationship and what does 
the community organization want and need from the artist? 
More often than we might acknowledge, these relationships 
can be unfortunately parasitic instead. The artist views their 
role as “gifting” their art to the community, which, in fact, may 
or may not see the benefit to the community of, for example, a 
free concert that occurs and features artists who drop into the 
community, perform, and then leave. It is incumbent on the arts 
organization to ensure that the relationship is a mutualistic one.

A mutualistic relationship can go one step further and create 
a unique third entity: an organization, project, or endeavor 
that could not exist without the full, equal participation of both 
parties. In a mutualistic relationship, success is judged not 
by the benefits that accrue to each organization individually, but 
the benefit that accrues to the community as a whole through 
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the collaboratively created entity. These types of mutualistic 
collaborations are much more difficult to launch and sustain 
due to the atomistic view of the arts and arts activity that 
predominates. Arts organizations may be reluctant to give up 
their “identity” or  “brand” in favor of the new collaborative 
entity. We worry about the impact on our organization of a 
collaborative effort that draws resources away from our “core 
mission.” 

A symbiotic, mutualistic endeavor should be something 
that a single organization could not realize on its own and 
which offers benefits greater than those we could achieve by 
working separately. Depending on how they are created, cross-
collaborative arts projects are good examples of this. When the 
musicians are active collaborators with the theater company 
rather than merely “accompanying” the theatrical work or when 
dancers are fully integrated into the creation of the musical work 
rather than simply “dancing to the musical accompaniment,” a 
mutualistic collaboration is born.

Organizational and administrative challenges are endemic to 
symbiotic projects. Questions of responsibility and authority 
need to be addressed with equitable solutions that recognize 
the contributions, human and financial, tangible and intangible, 
that each entity brings to the endeavor. How is leadership 
shared? Complex resource issues must be mediated and 
resolved, especially when there is a disparity of available 
resource between the two organizations. How are resources 
(time, money, people) allocated so that the new entity thrives 
and collaborators all feel equally invested and acknowledged 
for their contributions? These are just some of the challenging 
questions confronting organizations that want to participate 
in collaborative projects. Perhaps we should not use the term 
“collaboration” as blithely as we so often do.

Despite the challenges they present, collaborative, mutualistic 
endeavors can be some of the most profound work that an 
organization does. At YBCA, the Hewlett Foundation challenged 
us to take on such a project by engaging with a specific, 
targeted cultural community to produce work together. We 
would be expected to work with community organizations to 
create an entirely new performance project in a mutualistic 
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collaboration with the community. We would draw equally on 
the different but commensurate strengths of YBCA and the 
community organization to create an arts experience that would 
otherwise not occur and that would resonate with the larger 
community. It was not about getting audiences into our theater 
or about us providing a service for the community; it was about 
mutualistically generating an art project of meaning with the 
community.

I will confess that it took several iterations and hard thinking 
for me and my colleagues to even reckon with taking this on. 
On the surface, it made little sense to do something that was not 
geared to bringing in audiences to our theater or enhancing our 
profile. The project required us to take a much more expansive 
view of what our purpose was, expanding beyond “what’s 
in it for us.” In so doing, we collaborated with a few unique 
communities to create community-based performance events 
that were transformative experiences for their neighborhoods. 
The resulting projects not only impacted the respectful 
communities; they changed the way we thought about how we 
approached our work in community more generally.

Unfortunately, collaborations that are parasitic are far 
too common in our field. Large organizations too often take 
advantage of smaller organizations to enhance their standing 
with funders and audiences by creating “partnerships” that 
make them “look good.” Large white organizations ask under-
resourced organizations of color to “help us with diversity,” 
a project that rarely benefits the organization of color in any 
real way. Our culture of exploitation and extraction implicitly 
supports these efforts.

Symbiosis is in the DNA of many art forms, especially the 
performing arts, where we talk often of devised theater, 
collaborative choreography, and improvised music. Anyone who 
has directed a play, led a dance company, played in a chamber 
ensemble or jazz combo, or managed an orchestra knows that the 
final product is a result of the collaboration of multiple individuals 
and entities, some of them quite dissimilar from each other. 
And yet, even internally, symbiosis seems to disappear in favor 
of silos and the lanes within which we are expected to stay. In 
many arts organizations, the administrative structure is distinct 
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and separate from the “art-making” activities of the organization, 
establishing a bright line between the art and the work required 
to support that art. Furthermore, by following the standard 
business model practice of organizational design, most arts 
organizations have created departmental silos that make internal 
collaboration (mutualism) difficult if not impossible.

There are some start-up arts organizations with their small staffs 
and limited resources that can provide an organizational model 
for a different approach. Astral Mixtape, for example, has shared 
artistic leadership between three individuals who collaborate 
not just on the selection of music but on the concert format as 
well. When more musicians are brought into creating the Astral 
Mixtape performance experience, their input becomes part of the 
decision-making process as well. Long Beach Opera Company 
has begun experimenting with a collaborative leadership model 
that includes the Artistic Director, Executive Director, Music 
Director, and Minister of Culture. Working as a team of equals, 
all aspects of the organization are considered, debated, and 
ultimately implemented. In these cases, consensus-based decision-
making is the norm, a practice much derided as inefficient by 
more traditional organizational models but necessary for a truly 
collaborative, mutualistic, organizational model. The survival of 
arts organizations will depend not on the barriers we construct 
but the relationships that we build, not just internally, but also with 
other individuals, organizations, and ecosystems.

RESILIENCE

Walker and Salt define resilience as “the capacity of a system 
to absorb disturbance and still retain its basic function and 
structure” (Walker and Salt, 2006, p.xiii). In the case studies they 
present, they examine how human intervention too often hinders 
the resilience of ecosystems. By pursuing a singular (atomistic) 
strategy designed to “fix” the problem, these interventions make 
the system less resilient and therefore less able to respond and 
adapt to the changing world.

This ecological concept has real significance for arts 
organizations. 

Typically, when we think of resilience, we think of the ability 
to “bounce back” from adversity, with its implication that we will 
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return to the way things were before the disturbance. In the 
early months of the COVID-19 pandemic for example, we heard a 
great deal about “returning to normal” whenever it seemed that 
COVID-19 would no longer be the determining factor in what we 
do, where, and when. Many arts organizations entered a holding 
pattern, or “hunkered down” to “wait this out” or made (and 
then repeatedly tore up) plan after plan for returning to the way 
things used to be, reluctant to acknowledge that fundamental 
change had occurred. If we were to understand resilience 
from an ecological perspective however, then our goal would 
be not to return to our previous formation but instead to adapt 
our organization to an ever-changing reality in ways that will 
allow us to continue to make progress toward our unattainable, 
expansive ideal. More than two years into the pandemic, we now 
see that adaptation is demanded of us if we are to survive.

One illustration of the challenge of adaptation can be found in 
how arts organizations are trying to redefine their relationship 
with technology. COVID-19 forced many organizations to 
integrate technology into their work faster and more thoroughly 
than they might ever have expected. Similarly, the movement for 
social justice and racial equity has forced arts organizations to 
examine their past practices and make profound changes if they 
are to be integral to creating and sustaining a just and equitable 
world. It’s not enough to simply make statements of support for 
Black Lives Matter, #MeToo and other social justice movements. 
Adaptation, fundamental organizational change, is required. The 
point is not to “return to normal” but instead, to become resilient 
through an ability to adapt and transform the organization to 
meet the moment while simultaneously building adaptability into 
organizational DNA.

The concept of resilience makes sense for us, not only from an 
ecological perspective but an artistic one as well. When we let 
go of the idea of “art as product” and embrace the concept of the 
arts “experience,” we can correspondingly understand the arts 
organization itself as a creative process: constantly in motion, 
growing, evolving, and changing. These are the qualities of 
resilience. To make our organizations as resilient as the art they 
seek to support, we must move away from the old paradigms of 
creating stable, immovable structures and methodologies and 
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toward flexibility, malleability, and, ultimately, the sustainability 
that we seek.

These concepts – systems thinking, adaptation, niche 
construction, symbiosis, and resilience thinking – are the basis 
from which we can reimagine our organizational thinking in 
an ecological context. To do that means altering our thinking 
about what sustainability means and then reorienting our 
organizational design thinking away from the business model 
and toward an ecological model. In the context of the current 
moment, however, we don’t just need to adapt to the current 
environment; we need to transform our organizations such that 
we can engage with an unknowable future. In the next chapter, I 
explore some frames of thinking to help guide us in that work.
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In 2018 when the first edition of this book was published, I 
made a case for systemic change in how we imagine, create, 
and sustain our organizations. I argued that “early signals” 
of change – including systemic racism, the climate crisis, 
and emerging technologies – were pointing us toward a 
world that would be significantly different from the one we 
then inhabited. In response to these early signals, some 
arts leaders became determined to adapt and rebuild their 
organizations. The events of 2020 however, made it impossible 
for anyone working in arts and culture to continue with 
business as usual.

In the spring of 2020, in the early days of the COVID-19 
pandemic and immediately following the murder of George 
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Floyd and the resurgence of the Black Lives Matter movement, 
crisis management was the order of the day for most arts 
organizations. Statements of commitment to racial equity 
were quickly written and posted on websites. As COVID 
closed theaters, online performances proliferated. Emerging 
technologies were suddenly thrust upon the field, and arts 
organizations had a quick lesson on working in the digital 
environment. Audiences were treated to the spectacle of artists 
improvising and performing from their bedrooms, which 
was endearing for a while and then became annoying. A few 
organizations had, or quickly acquired, the technological skills 
to re-create and present their work in creative ways that actually 
took advantage of what technology could do rather than simply 
broadcasting an in-person performance.

Some arts and cultural leaders embraced this opportunity for 
change; others decided to wait for it all to “blow over” so they 
could “return to normal.” Early in 2021, with effective vaccines 
on the horizon, glimmers of hope appeared for the end of the 
oppression of COVID-19. By late fall, with the emergence of 
the virulent Delta variant of the virus followed by the even 
more contagious Omicron variant, those hopes were dashed. 
Indications are that we will be living with some variant of the 
virus for the foreseeable future.

Similarly, while the initial energy and passion around racial 
equity has receded somewhat, the quest for social justice is 
inexorable, and most arts organizations now recognize that. 
Efforts are being made by many arts organizations to reassess 
their commitment to racial equity and do the important and 
much delayed work of diversifying their staff, their leadership, 
and their programming. Some have committed to an anti-racist 
ideology to guide their work. A colleague in the symphony 
orchestra world told me he could not imagine returning to a 
concert hall post-pandemic with an all-white audience listening 
to an orchestra of all-white players that continues to ignore the 
work, contemporary and classical, of composers of color. It may 
be wishful thinking on his part, but it may also be a sign of the 
change that is occurring.

Even the potentially cataclysmic effects of climate change, 
highlighted by the spectacle of a continuing series of fires, 
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floods, hurricanes, and other “natural” disasters, now exist as 
an inescapable fact of life. Given the time to reflect that was 
the unintended gift of the pandemic, many arts organizations 
are assessing the impact of their activities on the environment,  
rethinking their energy consumption practices and responding 
programmatically to the climate crisis.

Viewed in isolation, each of these three trends would signify a 
need for substantive change on the part of arts organizations in 
the way they approach their work in the contemporary world. In 
combination, however, they illuminate a larger, more portentous 
moment, one that demands a similarly dramatic response. 

In April 2020, shortly after the reality of the pandemic was 
becoming increasingly clear, novelist and cultural commentator 
Arundhati Roy assessed both the historical antecedents and the 
impact of the pandemic on her home country of India. From this 
perspective, she tellingly notes that:

Historically, pandemics have forced humans to break with the 
past and imagine their world anew. This one is no different. 
It is a portal, a gateway between one world and the next. We 
can choose to walk through it, dragging the carcasses of our 
prejudice and hatred, our avarice, our data banks and dead 
ideas, our dead rivers and smoky skies behind us. Or we can 
walk through lightly, with little luggage, ready to imagine 
another world. And ready to fight for it.

(Roy, 2020)

Faced with the revolutionary impact of these crises and the 
persistent effects of their aftermath, arts organizations find 
themselves at the point that Arundhati Roy references – 
emerging from our past through these portals of upheaval and 
into a new world. The question facing all of us is: What will 
that new world look like? Is it possible that we can follow her 
advice, emerging into and actually creating the world we want 
rather than bringing with us the baggage of decades, even 
centuries, of toxic patterns and practices? Can we leave behind 
“the carcasses of our prejudice and hatred, our avarice, our 
data banks and dead ideas, our dead rivers and smoky skies” 
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and create a new world? If so, how might that happen? And 
what are the ideas and approaches that might guide us away 
from our previous pathologies of unsustainability and into the 
world we imagine. Even at this early, post-pandemic stage, 
some new thinking is emerging that can provide us with ideas 
of how to take a radically different approach to the work of arts 
and culture organizations. Four concepts that hold particular 
promise as guiding metaphors for arts organizations are: 
upbuilding, rewilding, regeneration, and reenchantment. 

UPBUILDING

Tiloma Jayasinghe, President and Chief Executive Officer (CEO) of 
Community Resource Exchange, a nonprofit service organization 
dedicated to helping nonprofit leaders build just, sustainable 
organizations, describes a strategy of moving forward as 
“upbuilding”: 

having the willingness and imagination to question why 
things are the way they are, whether they serve or oppress, 
and whether they can be done differently. In short, upbuilding 
means building something new and different as opposed to 
recovering and going back to “normal”

(Emphasis added; Jayasinghe, 2021).

This may be the central task confronting arts organizations in 
this post-pandemic world. The admonition to “build back better” 
is relevant to the moment, but what exactly does that mean? 
What is “better?” What guidelines do we have for thinking about 
how the arts sector, and the organizations that comprise it, 
should look in a reimagined, “upbuilt” world?

REWILDING

Returning to the field of ecology, we again find guidance that 
we can apply to our work. Consider, for example, the concept 
of “rewilding,” an idea that “Rewilding Europe” defines as, “… a 
progressive approach to conservation. It’s about letting nature 
take care of itself, enabling natural processes to shape land 
and sea, repair damaged ecosystems and restore degraded 
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landscapes. Through rewilding, wildlife’s natural rhythms create 
wilder, more biodiverse habitats” (emphasis added; Rewilding 
Europe, 2022).

The True Nature Foundation further notes that:

Passive rewilding takes quite a different approach, aiming 
to reduce human intervention in ecosystems, giving human 
cultivated land back to nature and restoring nature, with the 
goal of letting nature develop and flourish on its own. It entails 
passive management of ecological succession with the goal of 
restoring natural ecosystem processes and reducing human 
influence on landscapes.

(Emphasis added; True Nature Foundation, 2022)

Rewilding is a relatively new conservation idea, introduced in 
the early 1990s that continues to be reviewed and rethought, 
including the use of the prefix “re” as suggesting that there was 
a former state to which we should return. However, more current 
thinking suggests rewilding as an approach to engaging the 
external world that can provide us guidance for working within 
an uncertain future and not returning to a romanticized past. 
It is this approach that resonates most for arts leaders and arts 
organizations.

In 2015, the Canadian Public Arts Funders (CPAF) 
commissioned a report on rewilding as a strategy for the arts 
that concluded:

Rewilding is a movement, not to return to earlier times, but 
to oppose the confinement of imposed boundaries, to resist 
over-domestication and to rejoice in informal, atypical, 
‘undisciplined’ development. The movement to rewild is a 
moving toward self-willed, self- determined processes. In its 
most progressive manifestations, rewilding may be linked to 
a contemporary impulse to decolonize – to disengage from 
artificial, inherited systems – and to renegotiate relations 
together anew. The arts that emerge from this rewilding 
movement will not be the same as those which prevailed in 
the past.

(Yung, 2015)
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As the CPAF report noted, rewilding urges arts organizations 
to step away from inherited structures that have been our 
foundation, just as Arundhati Roy has suggested. These 
structures did not serve us particularly well even before 
the pandemic; arguably they have only ever served a few 
organizations well. Using Roy’s idea of the “portal of the 
pandemic,” we have the opportunity now to ignore, bypass, or 
even eradicate previous modes of thinking and rewild how we 
create and build arts organizations that not only integrate their 
work into the surrounding ecosystem, but also do their work in 
ways that are true to the very nature of the art itself. This is, in 
fact, a “wild” act.

Arts organizations have developed and evolved in such a way 
as to “tame” the wildness of the art and the artist. Our purpose 
as organizations and arts administrators in particular has 
been to find ways to integrate art’s wildness more smoothly 
into prevailing and predominant systems. All the structures 
and processes that arts administrators have built to surround 
and support the arts are specifically designed to discipline 
the artist and tame the art in order that it be more palatable 
to our domesticated society. Examples abound. The systems 
of business management, marketing, and development all 
demand that the content and communication about the artwork 
itself be subjected to the strictures of the marketplace. The 
language we use to talk about the work, succumbing to a world 
dominated by soundbites with short descriptions of complex 
arts experiences; the images we use to represent the work to 
an unsuspecting public, promising that the art will tantalize but 
not offend; the programmatic choices we make ensuring that 
we have a “balanced season”; the physical configuration of most 
theaters in which audiences are arranged in orderly rows all 
facing in one direction; the obsession with “fiscally responsible” 
organizations that not only mitigate risk but nearly obliterate it – 
these practices are said to exist “in service to” and “in support 
of” the art. But they are not. They are in service to the market 
– and our over-processed culture – which demands that the art 
be domesticated; palatable to as broad an audience as possible 
in order that it “succeed,” at least on the terms of the prevailing 
system which understands art as a commodified, disposable 
product. Obviously, this poses real problems for art, artists, and 
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arts organizations who desire to work outside this risk-averse 
domesticating frame.

As the CPAF report notes, rewilding does not advocate for 
a return to “the way things were,” but rather challenges us to 
rediscover the heart of what the arts are about, to center that 
purpose, and invest in the type of infrastructure that (re)wilds 
rather than domesticates; that allows art to flourish in a “natural” 
environment compatible with the surrounding ecosystem. It 
deemphasizes ideas of managing, controlling, conquering, and 
subduing. It acknowledges human activity as integral to the 
ecosystem, but not as a controlling or dominating force as has 
been our past practice. For many arts leaders, this can be a 
somewhat frightening idea, grounded as we are in our systems 
of domestication. But how much richer, rewarding, and impactful 
is the experience of performance when produced in a “wild” 
context that coheres with the “wildness” of the art?

In 2020, when the full effects of COVID-19 crisis were being 
experienced and nearly all arts events were either cancelled or 
moved online (not always to the best effect), a few organizations 
began experimenting with ideas that carried in them the nascent 
beginnings of rewilding. Astral Mixtape held a concert in a 
garage, open to the street, in which spectators wandered by, sat 
on the ground, stayed for all or part of the performance as they 
wished. The Anchorage Concert Association (ACA), even before 
the pandemic, had launched an enormous community-wide 
project that featured performing arts ensembles from multiple 
ethnicities working with Lula Washington Dance Theater to 
both build a collaborative piece and also share their indigenous 
work with each other. The project culminated in a festival that 
included leading a parade of spectators to the venue – a Boys 
and Girls Club gymnasium – at which the collaborative piece was 
performed and was followed by a cypher, a spontaneous event 
of performance in which individual artists extemporaneously 
made music – and dance – together for as long as anyone was 
motivated to perform. The energy – the heat – that was created at 
this event was groundbreaking and transformative for everyone 
in attendance – both artists and audience.

Following this event, when the pandemic struck, ACA was 
positioned to move quickly away from its structured, performing 
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arts center planned events, all of which were canceled, to 
neighborhood gatherings, front porch concerts by local artists, 
and more. In so doing, the organization “rewilded” their own 
approach to performing arts presenting and created a model for 
others. Now, as the opportunity to return to traditional concert 
presenting returns, ACA is committed to retaining its rewilded 
approach, developing new models of presenting the performing 
arts and creating an impact in their community. This is only one 
example of how the pandemic has provided arts organizations 
a chance to rethink their approach – to rewild the arts in their 
community. The pull to return to “business as usual” is strong, 
however, and it will be instructive to see how many, having had the 
chance to change, will continue to evolve how they work and create 
a sustainable ecosystem for the arts within their communities.

REGENERATION

Many ecologists point out that the idea of “sustainable 
development” is an oxymoron. The principles of sustainability, 
as it is generally understood, are about “maintaining a steady 
state” and the principles of development are centered on growth. 
In order to resolve this contradiction, the concept of ecological 
regeneration has surfaced. Similar to rewilding, it can be a 
foundational principle for a sustainable future. Taking the idea 
of “upbuilding” a step further, regeneration provides a frame of 
action for arts leaders that challenges us to leave behind the 
built-in constraints of the past and discover new possibilities.

Alberto Gomes, writing on behalf of The Dialogue, Empathic 
Engagement & Peacebuilding (DEEP) Network, states:

The word ‘regenerate’ means to ‘grow after loss or damage 
(as in the case of body tissue)’ or ‘to bring new and more 
vigorous life to an area, revive, revitalize, renew, rejuvenate, 
resuscitate’. Implicitly, ecological regeneration transcends 
environmental restoration. The contention is that humans have 
disrupted ecosystems and degraded environments to such 
an extent that these can no longer be restored or regenerate 
naturally. Rather than simply minimizing or stopping such 
environmental degradation as prescribed in sustainable 
development strategies, proponents of ecological regeneration 
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maintain that efforts to repair, resuscitate or improve 
degraded environments are necessary for nature to take its 
course. Hence, ecological regenerative practices are carried 
out to reinvigorate natural regeneration.

(Emphasis added; Gomes, 2022)

Examples of ecosystem regeneration are numerous. The most 
often cited (and one that is particularly relevant considering 
the current environment) is the forest that regenerates itself 
following a fire, the fire having cleared out old growth to 
make way for new organisms to thrive. Before the land that 
is now known as California was colonized, indigenous tribes 
like the Miwok, the ones that the Mariposa Battalion sought to 
exterminate from the Yosemite area, intentionally set fires to 
manage their land in order to, as Dan Hankins, a Plains Miwok 
fire expert and professor at California State University, Chico 
recently related in a National Public Radio (NPR) interview, “…
achieve cultural goals or objectives, including subsistence, 
ceremonial activities, biodiversity or other benefits” (Hankins, 
2021). This is a regenerative practice that has been banned since 
the early 1900s and the colonization of the land by white people. 
Absent these regular controlled burns, the out-of-control fires 
that are our current reality are devastating communities and 
destroying forests in ways that will make regeneration of the 
land much more challenging.

For arts leaders throughout the sector, the challenge of 
regeneration lies not only within their organizations but in the 
impact their organizations have on the arts ecosystem in their 
communities. Having supported uncritically the “old growth” 
institutions that dominate the cultural landscape, we did not 
make enough room for the development of young, innovative 
organizations to grow organically into the space. Some 
latent efforts by large funders are being made to redress this 
imbalance. A few foundations, the Ford Foundation being the 
most prominent one, began providing meaningful investments 
in the infrastructure of (primarily) organizations of color, which 
have historically been unable to access the financial resources 
expended on the larger “legacy” arts organizations. These 
funders are stimulating the work of regeneration: disrupting the 
status quo in order to regenerate the ecosystem. The challenge 
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that remains for arts organizations, however, whether recipients 
of these grants or not, is how to do the work of regeneration 
in this new environment. As with upbuilding and rewilding, 
regeneration will require a radically changed perspective on the 
part of arts leaders away from old ideas of sustainability (“built 
to last”) and toward a dynamic understanding of  the work they 
do and the role of their organizations in the contemporary world. 

REENCHANTMENT

In 1991, theorist Suzi Gablik published her book The 
Reenchantment of Art as a counterweight to the alienation 
of modernism in art, arguing that “[t]he subtext of social 
responsibility is missing in our aesthetic models, and 
the challenge of the future will be to transcend the 
disconnectedness and separation of the aesthetics from the 
social that existed within modernism” (Gablik, 1991, pp. 4–5). 
Gablik continues:

The vision that we need to develop is not one that observes 
and reports, that objectifies and enframes, but one released 
from these reifying tendencies and rooted instead in a 
responsiveness that ultimately expresses itself in action [and] 
is not purely cognitive, or purely aesthetic, but is opened up to 
the body as a whole.

(Gablik, 1991, pp. 99–100)

While Gablik’s work looks back toward a critique of modernism, 
it also provides us with a way to move forward, “reenchanting” 
the arts by attending to the holistic framing that deepens and 
enriches the arts experience. As she indicates, our challenge 
is to step away from the alienating methodologies that have 
dominated our work thus far: the practice of putting the art on a 
platform, real or metaphorical, and viewing it “objectively” from 
a safe distance. Gablik challenges us to surround ourselves 
with the work, to experience the arts as an embodied and 
immersive experience, in order that we reenchant the work, 
fully grasping the essence of the arts experience. She further 
challenges us to ensure that the arts experience is a holistic 
one that intersects in every way with the ecosystem within 
which it is presented. This is a growing trend that we see with 
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the rise in popularity of the immersive theater experience, from 
the commercial “Sleep No More” to underground arts events in 
which artist and audience intermingle, and the usual boundaries 
of separation are eradicated in favor of a collective – artists + 
audience – experience. It is also seen in the multiple examples 
of “community based art” in which the boundaries between the 
art experience and the community within which it exists are not 
just breached but embraced as central to the arts experience 
itself. These creative artists and producers are rewilding 
the arts experience, celebrating its wildness as its purpose 
and disrupting the structures that have domesticated our 
engagement with the arts.

Rewilding, regenerating, reenchanting: the challenge we face 
as arts leaders is clear. The post-pandemic environment has 
provided us an opportunity – a portal, as Roy would have it – to 
step into a new world in which the arts really are transformative, 
in which arts experiences really are meaningful and impactful 
and in which art, artists, and arts leaders accept responsibility 
for inspiring the cultural transformation that we so desperately 
need. Before moving on to examine how arts leaders can make 
this happen, it’s worth taking a step back and reexamining the 
performance experience itself: what it is and what impact it can 
create.
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Several years ago, I accepted an invitation to attend a 
contemporary dance festival in Europe. Most of the companies 
were modern dance ensembles based in Europe and, it turned 
out, of varying degrees of quality and interest. On the last day 
of the festival, I searched for something different to experience. 
In the program, I found a listing for a dance company from Côte 
d’Ivoire that was appearing in one of the smaller performance 
spaces. Since I’d had no experience of contemporary African 
dance, I was intrigued. At the very least, I thought, it would be a 
change from the work I had been seeing. So, I decided to take a 
chance, joining a small audience in what was clearly one of the 
less desirable spaces of the festival venue. Sitting in bleachers 
in something of a crude “black box” environment, we watched as 
the performers made last-minute preparations in full view of the 
audience. Finally, the lights dimmed, musicians appeared, and 
the performance began.

What happened in the next 40 minutes, I can only describe 
as transcendent. Many years later, I still count this experience 
as one of the most meaningful arts experiences of my lifetime. 
Accompanied by live music, both plaintive and powerful, 
four extraordinary women entered the space. Their physical 
appearances, while varied, conveyed an unmistakable sense of 
internal strength. Moving purposefully through the space, in a 
dance that seemed to possess both anguish and love, they took 
us on an unforgettable journey into their lives, their hearts, their 
souls, and the soul of their country. Their bodies made contact, 
separated, and then came together again and again: embracing, 
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slapping, falling, and catching each other. It seemed to me that 
they were reaching for a depth of connection and love that even 
physical movement was incapable of expressing. Through their 
dance they revealed anger, pain, and betrayal, the depths of 
which we in the audience could only guess at as the dancers 
touched, caressed, beat on, and held themselves, each other, the 
floor, the space, the music. With breathtaking artistry, they made 
their experiences ours as much as theirs. As the work came to 
an end, the entire audience felt the power of their strength and 
their will to survive in what seemed a deeply painful world. We 
felt their absolute need to dance: to dance in order to live.

Like the dancers, by the end of the piece, I, too, was exhausted 
and overwhelmed. There was nothing to be done but to hold, 
breathless for a moment, and let the emotions pass through us 
before the audience responded with tears, shouts, and wild 
applause. The dancers had touched us with their work and now 
we were trying to touch them back, to sustain that deep sense 
of connection we all seemed to feel at that moment. It was an 
experience I’ll never forget, even as I struggle to describe it here.

The name of the company was Compagnie Tchétché, which 
means “eagle,” and it is based in Abidjan, Côte d’Ivoire. It is 
composed entirely of women, at that time under the artistic 
direction of Béatrice Kombe, a visionary choreographer who has 
sadly since passed on. The piece, “Dimi,” explores – in the most 
intense and visceral way – the struggles of women, the strength 
required to confront those struggles, and the love they share for 
each other while engaged in that struggle.

Sitting in that small, darkened space, I was transfixed by a 
performance for the first time during the festival. Despite my 
“festival overload” state of mind when it began, despite my 
lack of context for this company and this piece, I – along with 
everyone in the audience it seemed – was profoundly moved by 
the experience.

For me, this was a complete performance experience. It caused 
me to think more deeply about the real purpose of my work as 
the leader of a performing arts organization. I thought about 
what happens during a life-changing performance like this 
one: the profound connection established between artist and 
audience. Although the performance itself was ephemeral, its 
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impact on me was enduring. This is a core, visceral reason that 
art, artists, and arts organizations matter in this world.

Afterwards, I reflected on what had happened in the 
performance itself. What elements came together to create this 
unspoken but deeply felt connection between myself and the 
performers? Did the rest of the audience, I wondered, share 
my experience? Did their presence alongside me influence my 
own experience? And what about the reverberations of the 
performance beyond the actual moment of its occurrence? 
If I say I was “transformed,” how did that manifest in my life 
following the performance? Or in the lives of the others who 
shared this experience with me? In a larger context, could this 
deeply personal experience, shared by a small group of people 
in a somewhat remote location in Europe, resonate beyond us? 
These were just some of the questions that I ruminated on in the 
days, weeks, and months following the performance.

Over the course of an arts leader’s career, most of us will 
attend hundreds, perhaps even thousands, of performances. 
What we seek in attending these performances, why we go 
and why we continue to go even after many experiences that 
fail to live up to our expectations, is worth considering. As 
professionals, we have any number of different purposes: 
expanding our own aesthetic boundaries, assessing what our 
colleagues are doing, discovering new trends, seeking the 
sheer aesthetic joy of experiencing an expertly performed 
artistic work, following the careers of performers, and more. 
These are all considerations we take into account when 
making decisions about what work we will create, present, 
and support.

But what about “the general audience,” the people for whom 
our organizations have been created and are sustained? What 
are they seeking in a performance experience? What drives 
them to keep attending performances? And when a performance 
“works,” what is it that actually happens to the individual 
audience member, to the audience as a whole, to the community, 
and even to the world? Thinking about these questions led 
me to a more thoughtful and powerful understanding of what 
constitutes the “performance experience,” why it matters so 
much, and therefore why the work of arts leaders is so vital.



66

BEGIN WITH THE INDIVIDUAL

For any one of us individually, the performance experience is 
primarily about experiencing something that is not available 
to us in ordinary life. We go to the performance space in 
search of an experience that will affect us in some way. Once 
it begins, we become engaged in a relationship with the artist. 
In effect, we collaborate with the artist to create a separate but 
contemporaneous reality that exists under the very particular 
and carefully designed circumstances of our mutual creation. 
Ideally, as an individual audience member, I become absorbed 
into what can be a multisensory journey that engages my 
intellect, my emotions, and even my spirit. This is what happened 
to me at the performance of Dimi. At its best, performance can 
present any one of us with a similarly sublime experience, a 
moment of transcendence.

Our desire for this unique, indescribable experience is 
what primarily drives us to attend performances. This desire 
accounts for what is frequently described as our wish to be 
“entertained,” which I would define as our need to step away 
from the “real world” into a heightened, alternate reality, at 
least for a time. This desire also accounts for why we engage 
with performance opportunities that we know are going to be 
difficult, disturbing, or provocative: they provide us with an 
opportunity to vicariously experience challenging ideas and 
unpleasant emotions without altering the real terms of our life. 
This desire for cathartic, transformative experiences seems to be 
an elemental need, one that we actively seek out.

A key part of experiencing this alternate reality, however, 
is that despite feeling “transported,” we actually have not lost 
touch with reality. In fact, we are often acutely aware of our 
immediate surroundings, the specific environment in which 
the performance is being created and experienced. The 
best performances enable us to exist in these two realities 
simultaneously: to intellectually engage with and reflect upon 
what’s happening, considering questions, and negotiating 
ambiguities as we wrestle with the ideas raised by the 
performance.

The performance experience can also affect us emotionally, 
engaging feelings we have stored deep in our psyches. The 
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alternate reality of performance grants us permission to act 
and react in ways we might not ordinarily. If we shy away from 
open demonstration of tears or laughter, joy, pain, and sorrow 
in our daily lives for fear that it will leave us too vulnerable and 
raw, the performance experience offers a “safer space” for those 
forms of expression.

The theater, the concert hall, and other performance spaces 
have also been described by some as spiritual places. 
Performance has deep roots in spiritual practice in most 
cultures. Even if it has also been adapted to a secular world, 
that spiritual source maintains. We may be only intuitively 
conscious of it at the moment of the actual performance. When 
we attempt to describe or characterize the experience later, as 
I have tried to do so many times with my experience of Dimi 
and others, we do not have the words to explain this experience 
of feeling fundamentally altered. I once presented a series 
of the Beethoven String Quartets, featuring the Muir String 
Quartet in one concert. At the introduction of the concert, the 
quartet’s violinist Bayla Keyes explained the stylistic evolution 
of Beethoven’s quartets and said that in the late quartets, 
“Beethoven speaks to God.” When they played the work, you 
understood exactly what she meant.

If we think about a performance in these terms – as a profound 
experience of intellectual, emotional, and even spiritual 
sensations – then to consider performance a product to be sold 
is not only inadequate but deeply deficient as the foundation for 
our organizations and for the work we do as arts leaders. It is 
imperative that we recognize our responsibility as arts leaders 
to provide our community with profound human experiences 
through the medium of performance. So, we need to rethink not 
just what we are doing, but why.

THE COMMUNAL EXPERIENCE

In describing my experience with Compagnie Tchétché and their 
performance of Dimi, I spoke of the space (small, dark, out of the 
way) and the group of people with whom I shared the experience 
(also small, and gathered haphazardly on seemingly makeshift 
bleachers). I emphasize this for a couple of reasons, one of which 
is that we have too often come to equate a “quality” performance 
experience with a similarly “quality” physical environment. No 
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doubt many of us have experienced extraordinary performance 
in some of the finest concert halls of the world. But it is also 
likely that we have had transformative performance experiences 
in shabby, rundown environments like this one. Physical space 
matters, but not always in the sleek, “state-of-the-art” way that 
we might think. Indeed, the concept of rewilding that I discussed 
in the previous chapter is predicated on moving out of these 
over-designed, over-determined spaces and into “the wild.”

The feeling of connection that occurs between the artist 
and the audience is a critical factor in our understanding of 
the performance experience. With few exceptions, the artist is 
concerned not just with the quality of his or her own artistry, but 
the effect of that artistry on both individual audience members 
and the collective. If you speak with artists about a specific 
performance, they often discuss the audience in monolithic 
terms: the audience (as a singular entity) was “responsive,” or 
“with me all the way” and because of that, the performance 
experience went from good to great for the artist. As audience 
members, we have had similar experiences. When I saw the 
musical Hamilton during its initial Broadway run, the theater 
was abuzz with excitement from the moment we entered. People 
knew they were part of a phenomenon, an “event,” and they 
were ready for it to be as amazing as it was purported to be. 
And it was. Within that space, it seemed as if the audience was 
connecting with the artists and they were connecting with us. In 
essence, we were building a community of the moment together, 
a profound shared experience that would soon dissolve into 
memory.

There’s another dimension I want to add to this conversation, 
which goes beyond the relationship between artist and audience 
to the relationship established among audience members as 
they share an experience together. Most of us can recount 
some unpleasant experiences we’ve had in a theater or concert 
hall when audience behavior – or the mere presence of other 
audience members – has somehow disrupted our individual 
experience. But we can also recount instances in which the 
presence of the audience illuminated and heightened our own 
experience, in which the power of the experience was enhanced 
precisely because we were experiencing it with others. I can 
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vividly recall the shared joy of experiencing a concert by 
the Emerson String Quartet in which the audience seemed to 
literally breathe together and in synch with the quartet. It was 
a profoundly moving experience, one I could not have had by 
myself.

The principal characteristic of the performance experience 
is this webbed relationship among the audience members, 
artist, and art – the myriad ways in which the actions, thoughts, 
feelings, and responses of each affect those of the others. When 
we speak of “the unique joy of the live performance,” this is what 
we actually mean: being in a space with others and having a 
shared live artistic experience together that can’t be replicated. 
Through the performance, a tenuous and temporary community 
of the moment is created. It’s a remarkable phenomenon. Outside 
of the structured performance arena, these transformative 
collective experiences rarely occur, and no technological device 
yet created is capable of recreating them.

No matter how artists enhance, extend, or even manipulate 
their performance through various technologies, no matter 
what degree of inconvenience the audience endures to arrive 
at a specific time and place, the fundamental concern of both 
artist and audience still rests with the individual and communal 
experience of the performance moment: to connect in real 
time with real people assembled together in a real space. As 
arts leaders, this is why our organizations exist: to create and 
support these unique, exceptional experiences, and that alone 
would be enough to justify the work artists and arts leaders 
do to create these experiences. But the impact of performance 
extends beyond the ephemeral moment of its presentation.

ENGAGING WITH COMMUNITY

As I mentioned above, I discovered Compagnie Tchétché and 
Dimi because I was attending a larger festival of contemporary 
dance primarily from Europe. I left, however, with a nascent 
interest in contemporary dance from Africa, an interest that soon 
became a passion. Following my experience with Compagnie 
Tchétché, I went on to attend festivals in Africa and Europe that 
featured the work of contemporary African choreographers 
like Faustin Linyekula from the Democratic Republic of Congo 



70

(DRC), Qudus Onekiku from Nigeria, Boyzie Cekwana from South 
Africa, Opiyo Okach from Kenya, and many more. I joined with a 
group of colleagues from the United States to form The African 
Contemporary Arts Consortium (TACAC) in an effort to educate 
ourselves about contemporary African performance, something 
quite unknown in the United States.

In 2009, a few years after TACAC was founded, the consortium 
attended a gathering in Tunisia where Cultures France was 
hosting one of their biennial festivals of contemporary African 
dance. At a meeting with the American arts leaders and 
several choreographers from Africa, an intense conversation 
ensued: the African artists challenged us to develop a deeper 
understanding of the specific environments in which they 
were working in their home countries. The artists were quite 
passionate in their insistence that we could not truly appreciate 
their art until we fully understood it in its community context. 
For them, the performance on stage represented something far 
beyond the experience of the moment: their work was not just 
“doing a performance,” but rather community building of the 
highest order.

Several of us took on this challenge, and a year later I found 
myself in Nairobi for two weeks, exploring what it meant to be an 
artist in a community quite unlike my own. During that time,  
I visited the renowned GoDown Arts Center and several different 
artists and companies located in Nairobi.

I also spent time with some of them in their specific 
communities. On one particularly memorable occasion,  
I traveled with hip-hop video artist Felix Gicharu into the heart 
of Nairobi to understand firsthand the impact he was having on 
the community in which he resided. We traveled by bus (“like 
ordinary people do,” he insisted) into the community and made 
our way through a warren of housing to his home, a series 
of ramshackle structures that housed him and his extended 
family. In one room, he had created a makeshift video and audio 
production facility. He showed me the open space in which 
they performed, the rooftops where people gathered to watch 
and listen. Although my visit did not coincide with an actual 
performance, I saw videos of previous performances and talked 
with people there who acknowledged how important these 
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young musicians were in creating a sense of community in the 
neighborhood. Through their performance events, which were 
widely anticipated and fervently appreciated, they established a 
sense of community pride and cohesiveness. The effects of their 
performances extended well beyond the performance space and 
time.

One of the profound and far-reaching consequences of my 
engagement with TACAC and contemporary dance companies 
from Africa was to recognize that virtually all of these artists 
viewed their companies and their work as intrinsic to the life of 
their communities. Both Faustin and Qudus left lucrative careers 
in Europe to return to their home communities of Kisangani, DRC 
and Lagos, Nigeria (respectively) to build arts institutions that 
not only enabled training for young dancers but also contributed 
to daily life within the community. Compagnie Tchétché in 
Abidjan, Côte d’Ivoire, provided day care and support services 
that were vital to the women who were part of the company. 
Faustin’s Studios Kabako won the 2014 Curry Stone Design Prize 
because:

Studios Kabako presents art not as a form of entertainment 
but as a form of political empowerment. The studio uses 
different tools – among these, dance, theater, and music –  
to help local communities imagine an alternative to the 
hardships of daily life, and understand that they can have a 
hand in creating a better future.

(Curry Stone Design Prize, 2014)

Of course, it was not necessary for me to travel to Africa to 
realize that a performance’s impact on a community is as 
crucial to the art as the individual attendee’s experience or 
the communal experience of a given audience. Over the past 
several decades, numerous artists in the United States have 
dedicated themselves to building performance pieces that 
actively engage members of the community before, during, 
and after the performance itself. I have had the chance to work 
closely with several “community-based” artists, and that work 
was instrumental in changing my thinking about the power of 
performance and its role in the community.
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My first experience with community-based work was in 
1990 when I was the performing arts presenter at Penn State 
University in State College, Pennsylvania, a small town in the 
center of Pennsylvania dominated by this major educational 
institution. In the early 1990s, I began the arduous but ultimately 
transformational work of bringing The Last Supper at Uncle 
Tom’s Cabin/The Promised Land, a major new work by the 
innovative and provocative choreographer Bill T. Jones, to 
our small rural community. In the early planning stages for 
presenting this work, I, along with several other arts leaders 
from across the country, had several meetings with Bill and his 
management team. Right from the beginning, it was clear that 
this was not going to be “business as usual.” Bill gave us one of 
his typically eloquent discourses on what the piece was about: it 
was clearly entwined with issues of racism, U.S. history, slavery, 
and sexuality. These are serious contemporary issues that, at 
the time, were not often explored through conventional modern 
dance and were guaranteed to disturb both the audiences 
that came to see the performance and the communities within 
which it occurred. I recall Bill telling us that every night that he 
performs, he gets up on the stage and makes himself vulnerable, 
open to whatever response he gets from the audience. 
Meanwhile, he said, you presenters sit in the back of the theater, 
isolated and insulated, and give my work a thumbs up or a 
thumbs down. In this case, he went on to say, you wouldn’t get 
that luxury. The nature of the work is such that you are going to 
join me in the risk-taking and the vulnerability that art requires.

To start, there was the controversial nature of the themes in 
the work itself. In 1990, the United States was not accustomed to 
seeing these difficult issues played out on their stages, especially 
on the stages of the large, prestigious, performing arts venues 
that were part of this project. Bill went on to explain that we 
would have to recruit 32 local dancers from our communities, 
who would spend two weeks rehearsing with a rehearsal director 
before being integrated into Bill’s company in the few days 
preceding the performance’s opening. Recruiting the dancers 
was our obligation, but he very specifically insisted that they 
must reflect the racial and ethnic makeup of our communities: 
we couldn’t just get 32 white dancers. And, just to make the 
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experience even more interesting, he let us know that the piece 
culminated in a lengthy section in which all of the dancers, his 
as well as ours, would appear fully nude onstage. There was a 
moment of silence following this pronouncement before several of 
us swallowed hard and agreed to take the plunge.

What followed was a national phenomenon. More than a 
dozen sites across the country, from New York to Los Angeles 
to places in between like Chicago, Minneapolis, and even 
State College, Pennsylvania, signed on for what turned out to 
be an extraordinary experience. As the performance dates 
approached, Bill agreed to spend time in each community – a 
few days in some places, longer in others – meeting with and 
participating in dialogues and discussions. Many presenters, 
myself included, found themselves in heated conversations 
with patrons, donors, and university and government 
officials regarding the upcoming event. By the evening of the 
performance, the atmosphere in the entire community was 
charged – as it rarely is for a modern dance performance – with 
anticipation, expectation, and even dread.

Critical reaction to the performance itself was, not surprisingly, 
mixed. Many loved the performance; others found it obtuse and 
confusing. Some found it offensive in more ways than simply the 
sight of naked people on stage. Public conversations were fraught 
as people grappled with the various ways they had responded 
to the work. In the end, when the company left town, I think it 
is fair to say that the impact in each community was profound 
and lasting. No matter how any one person responded to the 
piece, something important had happened on our community. 
A performance by a contemporary dance company had created 
an impact, stimulating dialogue that continued long after the 
company left. Further, because it was part of a national tour, we 
became part of a national dialogue about racism, homophobia, 
body image, and more, issues that to this day are roiling the 
population of the country in challenging and complicated ways.

For me personally, it was a moment in which I realized again 
that the work I did as the leader of an arts organization really 
mattered not just to me, not just to my audience, and not 
even just to my community. Bill’s deliberate provocation had 
permanently eradicated any notion that as an arts leader  
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I could absent myself from the powerful and important national 
discourse about what it means to be in, and of, the United States. 
With this one project, Bill changed the direction of my thinking, 
emboldening me to take the risks and make the moves required of 
an arts leader in the contemporary world. There was more to come.

Bill’s next groundbreaking work Still/Here, presented at Penn 
State University in 1993, was derived from video interviews 
he did with individuals in various communities suffering from 
and grappling with terminal illnesses. Also in the 1990s, David 
Dorfman Dance produced Out of Season (The Athletes Project) 
and Familiar Movements (The Family Project), which emerged 
from his work with athletes and families in several communities, 
including Tucson, Arizona, where I directed the performing 
arts center at the University of Arizona. Also at Arizona, I 
worked with Liz Lerman, Artistic Director of the Washington, 
DC-based Dance Exchange, to develop and present one of the 
many “chapters” of her epic Hallelujah Project in which she and 
the company visited several communities to explore and create 
work around “what the community was in praise of.” These are 
just a few of the memorable performance experiences that have 
reached beyond the theater to impact their communities and 
even, with their national scope, the country as a whole. Artists 
like David Rousseve with Love Songs (1998), Stuart Pimsler 
Dance and Theater’s Out of This World; The Life After Life Project 
(1998), Jawole Will Jo Zollar’s Urban Bush Women in I Don’t Know 
but I Been Told If You Keep on Dancing You Never Grow Old 
(1989), and so many more helped us see that performance had 
a role to play in community learning, community health, and 
community transformation.

In 2010, I was invited to attend a gathering called Creative 
Change, hosted by the Opportunity Agenda in Santa Fe, New 
Mexico. The purpose of the gathering was to bring together 
artists and arts activists from around the country to talk about 
their work. It was a stimulating experience; but what struck me 
most was the large number of self-described activists there 
who used art to promote their ideologies and the relatively small 
number of self-described artists present who were actively 
engaging social issues through their performance. I had several 
conversations with people in which the disconnect between the 
“activist community” and the “artist community” was glaringly 
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obvious. Many of the activists that I spoke with had no idea of the 
number of artists doing community-based work. I attribute this 
less to activists “not knowing” and more to an arts community 
that has an ambivalent relationship with activism, particularly of 
the political kind, along with a desire to sequester performance 
as separate from the ongoing life of the community. Too many 
arts organizations revel in the “specialness” of the work they 
do, failing to embrace the potential for community impact and 
transformation that is inherent in every performance experience. 
The artist/activists that I have worked with, both in Africa and 
the United States, know the power of performance to make 
community change, and they embrace their art for that reason.

One notable example of a company whose work is dedicated to 
fusing art, community, and social change is Versa-Style Dance 
Company in Los Angeles (Figure 4.1).

Figure 4.1 Jackie Lopez, aka Miss Funk, and Leigh Foaad, aka Breeze-lee, 
Cofounders of Versa-Style Dance Company. Photo by George Simian. Courtesy 
Versa-Style Dance Company
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Led by the dynamic Jackie Lopez, aka Miss Funk and her 
husband Leigh Foaad, aka Breeze-lee, Versa-Style’s mission is to, 
“…empower underserved and marginalized groups worldwide 
through the movement and culture of Hip Hop dance by creating 
groundbreaking concert dance works that represent messages 
of diversity, inclusion, and equity both on stage and within our 
communities” (Versa-Style Dance Company, 2022). They enact 
this mission not only through their performances but through 
their commitment to young people working with the company. 
They provide dance classes, of course, but the dance they 
teach derives from the movement vocabulary of the street, the 
dances that adolescents see and participate in as part of their 
daily life. Through both the work of the organization and its 
performances, Versa-Style creates a framework of belonging, 
of the joy of rigor, and the rewards of achievement through 
dance. Theirs is a celebration of shared identity and the creation 
of a sense of future possibilities for youth for whom that may 
not be readily apparent. Because they are deeply committed to 
providing vision and opportunity to the black and brown youth 
of Los Angeles and beyond, Versa-Style is shaping communities 
with their work and their commitment to “…dances that are 
culturally significant to our community” (Versa-Style Dance 
Company, 2022).

Performance has that power. It can surpass the boundaries 
of the moment, extending and expanding our vision of 
ourselves, our communities, and the world. It is a tremendous 
and humbling responsibility for artists, arts leaders, and 
arts organizations who are committed to engaging ideas 
and communities today and into the future. For that reason, 
understanding and gauging the external environment – what’s 
really going on out there – is an important component of creating 
a sustainable arts organization and the subject we turn to next.
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In the spring of 2020, when the COVID pandemic was first 
beginning, a group of arts leaders in the Los Angeles area asked 
me if I would facilitate weekly conversations with them about 
“what is going on and how might we react?” We started talking 
every Monday morning, sharing what information any of us 
knew and what strategies they were pursuing in order to stay 
open. After a few months of fits and starts, with the changing 
rules, the changing nature of the virus and resulting confusion, 
one of our members said, in exasperation, “How are we to plan if 
we don’t know what is going to happen?” How indeed? But really, 
did we ever actually know “what is going to happen?”

The world of arts organizations, and most of western society 
I would argue, has proceeded on generally unchallenged 
assumptions about how the world works. We know and 
expect that change will happen of course, but there are some 
fundamentals that seem pretty set. Yes, economies grow and 
contract, but capitalism is here to stay. Technology generates 
multiple innovations and opportunities for us but within a 
human system that we all know and understood. We believe that 
our assumptions about the future will hold, and we build and 
operate our organizations accordingly. But is that a truly viable 
approach to thinking about the future?

From an historical perspective, we can see that in the 
middle of the 20th century, contemporary society began an 
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evolution away from the Industrial Era that had dominated the 
18th and 19th centuries and into what has been described 
as the Information Age. With digitization and especially the 
development and launch of the Internet, the second half of 
the 20th century saw an information explosion. As most of the 
world gained near-instant access to a staggering amount of 
information, and the ability to share that information widely, 
across boundaries of governments, countries, and continents, 
the carefully managed hierarchical system of information 
sharing and control that had dominated human civilization for 
centuries began to implode.

It is difficult even now to assess the full ramifications of this 
change, but it has certainly ended the Industrial Era and plunged 
us into the Information Era, the Digital Era, the Computer Era, 
or any of the various monikers ascribed to our current world, 
one which is unrecognizable in many ways from the Industrial 
Era that preceded it. As technological innovation has followed 
technological innovation, we see the world changing at an 
incredible speed and in unimaginable ways. Well before COVID, it 
has become impossible to know where to focus as we worked to 
not only understand the current world, but to anticipate where we 
were headed. What exactly is going on in the world?

Canadian scholar Leah Zaidi has argued that if we are to 
“future proof” (her words) our organizations, rather than trying 
to focus our attention on and respond to the myriad changes 
occurring in the environment, we should focus instead on three 
“mega-trends” that are driving the extraordinary change that 
we see happening around us and that will shape our future. She 
defines these as:

Climate change and the havoc it will wreak

The battle for an equal, just, and democratic society

The rise of artificial intelligence (Zaidi, 2020)

  

  

  

Before delving further into each of these ideas, it is worth 
taking a moment to consider the concept of “future-proofing,” 
one that has emerged in the last several years, very much as 
a response to the unsettled environment within which we are 
working. Future-proofing is generally defined as “the process of 

A Theory of Sustainability



Considering the Current Environment 79

anticipating the future and developing methods of minimizing 
the effects of shocks and stresses of future events” (Rich, 2014). 
While there is merit to this idea, embedded within it is the 
implication that the organization in its current state is a given 
and that future-proofing means protecting what we have from 
“the shocks and stresses of the future.” Arts organizations 
who are seeking sustainability, however, require more than a 
defensive protection of current structures against unpredictable 
future events. Much of what arts organizations have done and 
currently do to build a defense against an unpredictable future 
has unfortunately proven ineffective. It has become a “best 
practice,” for example, for arts organizations to build reserves, 
create endowments, sequester funds, and use other similar 
mechanisms to create a sense of stability; to build and preserve 
capital for a defense against unanticipated future events. While 
this approach has been helpful in the short term for many 
organizations, it does not, and cannot, protect the organization 
against the effects of the type of systemic change that is 
currently roiling our world: changing demographics, climate 
change, and COVID-19, for example, to name the most recent and 
most dramatic.

Our desire to “future-proof” our organizations leads us to adopt 
a conservative mindset focusing on preserving the status quo 
rather than adapting to a changing environment. As creative 
organizations, however, we should be focused on “future-
creating” not “future-proofing” – building organizations that 
can take advantage of the changing environment to create new 
strategies and models that are resilient and adaptive, not on 
attempting to build bulwarks against an unpredictable future. 
An organization that is specifically designed to adapt to and take 
advantage of a rapidly changing world is better positioned to 
thrive in a chaotic present and an unpredictable future than one 
that has built a protective shell (even of money) around its current 
iteration. Nonetheless, Zaidi’s definition of the three trends that 
matter provides a useful framing for arts organizations to assess 
the changing environment and consider how to respond.

CLIMATE CHANGE AND THE HAVOC IT WILL WREAK

During the late 1980s and early 1990s, I lived in central 
Pennsylvania while I worked at Penn State University. I had 



80

never been to this part of the country before and often took time 
to explore this rural location. One weekend I visited Centralia, 
a small mining town in central Pennsylvania, whose notable 
historical feature was that it was the site of a coal mine fire that 
had been burning underground at least since 1962, with some 
claiming that “a coal fire from 1932 was never fully extinguished 
and had been slowly spreading toward an abandoned strip-
mine pit” (Morton, 2014, p.1). By 1982, when a sinkhole nearly 
swallowed up a young boy playing in his backyard, the 
government stepped in and began claiming Centralia properties 
under eminent domain and relocating residents. The population 
fell from 1,017 in 1980 to 21 in 2000. Centralia lost its ZIP code 
in 2002. The few remaining residents who chose to stay are 
allowed to remain until they die, after which the government will 
seize their property and the town will eventually disappear.

I was struck at the time by the nearly apocalyptic nature of 
this story – that a fire had been burning underneath the town for 
all those years was incomprehensible. How could this happen? 
Moreover, what does it say about our culture that we would 
allow the destruction of an entire town in this way? This story is 
by no means exceptional. In the name of “building the economy” 
or “job creation,” we have allowed our land, water, and air to be 
fouled, even poisoned, by the fruits of human endeavor.

In 2008, the rivers of the upper Mississippi flooded. In Iowa 
City, Iowa, the venerable Hancher Auditorium, cornerstone of 
the performing arts presenting program at the University of 
Iowa, went underwater, closed, and ultimately needed to be 
completely rebuilt. In the years between 2008 and 2016 when 
“the new Hancher” opened, the organization had to restructure 
its programming and find new performance venues and 
opportunities outside of what had been its performance home for 
decades.

In 2012, Hurricane Sandy struck New York City and the 
Chelsea gallery district, located on the west side of Manhattan 
and its Hudson River border, was particularly hard hit. The New 
York Times reported:

AXA Art Insurance, one of the largest art insurers, estimated 
that it would be paying out $40 million, and a Reuters 
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report last week quoted industry estimates suggesting that 
insurance losses for flooded galleries and ruined art may 
come to as much as $500 million – or the rough equivalent 
of what the art insurance business takes in each year. That 
would amount to the largest loss the art world and its insurers 
have ever sustained.

(Kozinn, 2012)

In September 2017, Hurricane Harvey descended on Houston, 
causing untold millions of dollars of damage to the city, 
including several buildings in the renowned Theater District in 
downtown Houston (Granberry, 2017).

These are just a few examples of the damage wrought 
specifically to the arts and arts organizations by climate 
change, which is obviously already wreaking havoc on our 
world. In each case, the damage has been measured primarily 
in dollars, in the destruction of physical facilities, or the art 
objects themselves, none of which is to be discounted. But what 
can’t be calculated, and often is missing from the headlines, is 
the intangible recovery costs – not just what it costs to rebuild 
buildings, but to rebuild performance companies, programming 
initiatives, and the audiences who have come to depend on 
these sites of cultural activity. Also overlooked in the drama of 
these environmental cataclysms is what happens to the smaller, 
grassroots arts organizations who are as vital to the health 
of the arts ecosystem as the large organizations. Chelsea art 
galleries, Hancher Auditorium, and the arts buildings in Houston 
struggled, but they recovered. Many smaller organizations 
cannot survive an event like a hurricane, flood, or a global 
pandemic.

These examples are vivid representations of one type of 
climate change devastation occurring in what scientists call the 
Anthropocene era, defined by the significant impact of mankind 
and its activities on the world’s ecosystems (Carrington, 2016). 
While Houston, Iowa City, New York City, and other locales 
might experience climate change as a sudden dramatic weather 
event, it is also happening in more extended ways that are 
creating long-term irreversible change. The destruction of the 
rainforest in Brazil, the gradual death of the Great Barrier Reef, 
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the melting glaciers of Greenland, the list of short- and long-term 
climate catastrophes is endless. Evidence of the cataclysmic 
effects of industrialization, extraction, and mankind’s unbridled 
intervention in the ecosphere are everywhere. Today, 
conversations are occurring among scientists and humanists 
about the possibility, even the likelihood, that we are making 
the planet uninhabitable for any living creature, including 
humans. As noted in Chapter 1, we have built a culture of 
unsustainability.

Climate change presents both challenges and opportunities for 
the arts sector, stimulating us to consider innovative thinking 
about other industry models and alternative ways of working 
that respond to the changing external environment. For example, 
awareness of industrial food production and its harmful effects 
on humans and the environment has stimulated a resurgence of 
interest in local and artisanal food production. “Farm to table” 
means a closer relationship between the producer and consumer 
of food. It also means the consumer has a heightened awareness 
of both the ingredients and the processes that have gone into 
the creation of the food we eat. In many ways, this can serve as 
a model for live performance as its own “artisanal” experience: 
local, unique, healthy, and nourishing.

During the pandemic, artists and arts organizations were 
forced to shift away from the institutionalism that has been 
their foundation and experiment with smaller, more direct 
means of connecting with audiences. We began seeing online 
solo performances by artists from their homes, creating the 
opportunity for direct, albeit virtual, one-to-one engagements of 
artist and spectator. As previously noted, the Anchorage Concert 
Association pivoted from touring productions and focused their 
attention instead on creating spaces for local artists to perform 
their work. They created “porch concerts,” in which artists 
performed on a community member’s front porch with friends 
and neighbors invited to stop by. This local “artisanal” approach 
to arts presenting strengthened ACA’s position as a community 
builder while bringing deserved attention to underappreciated 
local artists.

Over the last decade or so, many consumers have begun 
making decisions informed, at least to some degree, by concerns 
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about environmental impact: fuel consumption, air and water 
pollution, resource consumption, including water and fuel 
sources, and a developing interest in renewable resources of 
all types. We see a growing awareness of how personal activity 
relates to the larger ecosystem and therefore what personal 
responsibilities are required. To the degree that, in all aspects of 
our society, we can shift toward a practice of living in harmony 
with the earth and with those around us is the extent to which 
we can reshape our future in more beneficial, sustainable ways 
than our current practice allows. As noted in the last chapter, the 
power of the arts and especially performance to affect beliefs, 
values, and ideologies should not be underestimated. This 
trend demands that we move away from focusing primarily on 
cost-effectiveness and maximizing revenue and instead adopt 
a richer, more complex understanding of what we do as arts 
organizations, and the impact we have on the planet. 

THE BATTLE FOR AN EQUAL, JUST,  
AND DEMOCRATIC SOCIETY

There is no doubt that the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic, and 
subsequent attempts at recovery, have dramatically reshaped 
how arts organizations will function in the future. But the murder 
of George Floyd on May 25, 2020, and the outpouring of anger 
and activism that followed signaled an equally transformative 
external trend that is reshaping our world. Retrospectively, 
we can see that there were multiple events and circumstances 
leading up to that moment, including the too-numerous-to-count 
murders of innocent black citizens by the police. These and 
other manifestations of injustice and inequality are roiling the 
sociocultural environment and driving the ongoing battle for a 
just, equal, and democratic society.

MASS MIGRATIONS OF PEOPLE

In the early 1990s, a national foundation asked me to serve as 
a site visitor for a proposal by a theater company in San Diego, 
California, seeking funds for the development of a community-
wide theater project. For the project, the company would create 
a new work within a neighborhood of San Diego known as City 
Heights. As part of my site visit, I toured the neighborhood with 
several community leaders working with the theater company. 
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I had never been to San Diego and knew nothing of the City 
Heights neighborhood, so the tour was quite a revelation. I 
recall one community leader telling me that whenever a massive 
sociopolitical event – political upheaval, military coup, economic 
disaster – occurred in the world, its ramifications would be 
subsequently felt in City Heights, as refugees from that event 
made their way to the U.S. San Diego was one of several gateway 
cities in the United States for refugees, and City Heights – with 
its proximity to social services and the presence of multiple 
immigrant communities who’d launched restaurants and shops 
carrying goods that new immigrants needed and desired – was 
where refugees tended to gravitate once they arrived. Some 
stayed and others moved on, but the global diversity of the 
people living there was extraordinary. What struck me then 
as an outsider to the city was a recognition of the remarkable 
multicultural complexity of a city that, from an uninformed 
distance, I had considered essentially monocultural.

What seemed remarkable to me at the time is a reality for 
dozens of cities and towns across the United States and around 
the world. Formerly settled enclaves are dealing with rapidly 
changing populations, upsetting, and even overturning settled 
notions of who comprises our communities and therefore how 
we define “our culture.” While some people find they can ride 
the waves of sociopolitical change in their home environments, 
many more have been compelled to leave their homes and 
venture across oceans and continents into unknown and often 
unfriendly territories.

This is not a new phenomenon; large-scale global migration 
has always reshaped the culture of the places people leave 
as well as the locales in which they resettle. Immigrants 
bring their culture, customs, and practices with them. They 
assimilate within their adopted cultures to varying degrees, 
creating a society of diverse relationships between individuals 
and the surrounding environment and disrupting any ideas 
of a settled, universal culture. The countries receiving these 
migrants are also responding with different degrees of 
welcome, from friendly and humanitarian accommodation 
to, in too many cases, resentment, hostility, anti-immigration 
politics and laws, and even violence. The sociocultural impact 
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of these mass migrations and resettlements are complex and 
challenging, especially for arts leaders whose organizations are 
fundamentally concerned with ideas of belonging, community 
identity, and cohesion. For that reason, internal migration can be 
just as disruptive and volatile.

In 2014, at a conference of arts presenters from the Upper 
Midwest, one woman told us a remarkable story. The director 
of a local arts council in a small town in rural Minnesota, she 
spoke of a new industry coming to town, a meatpacking plant. 
The company did a nationwide search for workers, and within a 
few months had staffed up with several hundred workers whose 
countries of origin were largely Central America and Mexico. 
Seemingly overnight, a town that was nearly 100% white people 
of European origin had become one with a majority Latino 
population. She noted the dramatic effect this had on the arts 
council, whose mission was to “serve the artistic and cultural 
needs of the local community.” This rapid demographic shift 
required the arts council to rethink how they understood their 
community’s composition, character, and culture and therefore, 
what programs they needed to create and support. Was it 
going to be Dickens’s A Christmas Carol at the holiday season 
or was Las Posadas now more meaningful to this community? 
Support the Ballet Company or the Ballet Folklorico? Sponsor the 
struggling orchestra or sponsor the Mariachi Ensemble that was 
developing? This one small town’s demographic shift changed 
everything about how the local arts council understood the 
cultural needs of their community, what art would be relevant, 
and what programs and services they now needed to create and 
provide. In one form or another, this is a story being repeated 
with increasing frequency across the United States and in other 
parts of the world as well.

In August 2021, the U. S. Census Bureau released a trove  
of data about the changing demographics of the country  
(US Census Bureau, 2021). There is a good deal of information 
in that report for leaders of arts and cultural organizations to 
explore in order to learn more about the racial and ethnic makeup 
of their own communities. With much larger numbers of people 
identifying as BIPOC (Black, Indigenous, People of Color) and 
mixed race, the United States continues its inexorable progress 
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toward a majority-minority nation – a collection of cultural groups 
with no single racial or ethnic cohort in the majority.

On a global scale, hardly a day goes by without news of 
another displacement of people for political or environmental 
reasons, sometimes voluntarily but often not. While it is true that 
migration of people worldwide is not a new phenomenon, the 
Migration Policy Institute has noted that:

The number of people forcibly displaced by conflict or 
persecution reached 51.2 million—the highest total recorded 
since World War II … Refugee flows, while striking on 
their own at an estimated 16.7 million, are dwarfed by the 
staggering number of internally displaced persons (IDPs) in 
the world today…. The number of IDPs worldwide stood at 33.3 
million people at the end of 2013, the highest ever recorded.

(Esthiemer, 2014)

The effects of these mass movements of people, both across 
national borders and within individual countries, are creating an 
enormous impact on the work of arts organizations.

Governments tend to view migration and refugee crises through 
the lens of law, policy, and/or economics, and develop responses 
accordingly. What is rarely considered is the effect of mass 
migration on the art forms and cultures of the migrants, both 
their “home” culture and the one to which they have immigrated. 
Migrants and refugees suddenly find themselves in an alien 
culture, often alone and isolated from everything they know, 
understand, and love about themselves as cultural beings. Once 
in a new country, immigrants are – in ways both subtle and not 
so subtle – often compelled to erase their home culture in favor 
of the dominant culture of the country to which they’ve arrived. 
This is a huge loss for both the individual and the specific cultural 
identities that have developed over centuries. We should wonder 
what will happen to Afghan, Syrian, and Somali art and culture, 
as those countries are decimated by war and their citizens 
dispersed across the world. We are shocked at the destruction of 
art pieces and artifacts in war-torn countries, but we don’t often 
think about or consider the less visible destruction that occurs to 
cultural identity when these forced mass migrations occur.
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Arts and culture organizations in the aggregate play 
a prominent role in both sustaining traditional cultural 
expressions and creating cross-cultural and transcultural 
understandings and appreciations. Leadership by the arts in 
response to this global trend can help create and sustain a full 
and enriched life for the individual, for the displaced culture, 
and for the receiving culture as well, which now has the 
opportunity to redefine itself based on a changing population. 
These striking demographic shifts represent an extraordinary 
opportunity for arts organizations. As the community evolves, 
arts organizations must respond in kind, ensuring that the 
art they produce and present is relevant and accessible to the 
changing community. Responding to the needs of a changing 
community is one critical way to ensure the vitality and 
sustainability of the organization.

THE BATTLE FOR DEMOCRACY

As Freedom House reports in its 2021 report on the progress 
of freedom in the world, the “withering blows” of the COVID-19 
pandemic, armed conflict, and economic insecurity have 
“shift[ed] the international balance in favor of tyranny,” leading 
to the “15th consecutive year of decline in global freedom…. The 
long democratic recession is deepening” (Freedom House, 2021).

On virtually every continent, forces of repression are 
gathering and consolidating power, and the oxymoronic term 
“authoritarian democracy” has entered our lexicon. The rapid 
diminution of free society threatens the arts – which require the 
core democratic value of freedom of expression to thrive – as 
much as it threatens all other aspects of social life.

The arts are a central force in provoking justice and social 
change and can be critical players in this ongoing struggle. 
Yet decades of slavish adherence to the values of the capitalist 
system have made many arts organizations timid. Fear 
permeates the field, as organizations worry that if they are 
“too outspoken” their financial support – private as well as 
public – will evaporate. It is not uncommon for organizations 
to claim that they are “not political” but simply here to provide 
cultural experiences for the communities they serve, absent 
of any political content or implication. But the external forces 



88

threatening democracy and stalling the quest for justice and 
equity make this an untenable position. Indeed, claiming to be 
“non-political” is in itself a political stance in that it supports the 
status quo, which continues to sustain inequality and injustice. 
Like climate change, the battle for a just, equal, and democratic 
society demands the engagement of arts organizations that wish 
to sustain themselves into the future. The struggle for justice 
and democracy, like our struggle to live in harmony with the 
planet, are existential and fundamental to the sustainability of 
civilization.

Zaidi defines the third trend that matters as artificial 
intelligence (AI), and while there is no doubt that this specific 
technological development is changing the world, I would 
characterize it more broadly as emerging technologies of all 
types. This particular trend has an enormous impact on the 
other two: our struggle to live in harmony with the planet and 
the battle for an equal, just, and democratic society.

EMERGING TECHNOLOGIES

In 1982, I began working in the nonprofit arts as Executive 
Director of a small performing arts organization, the Town Hall 
Arts Center in Littleton, Colorado. With just three of us on staff, 
we were, like many similar organizations, a small team with 
big ideas and big ambitions. We were working hard to churn 
out more work than we probably should have. By some miracle, 
we were able to purchase a Kaypro computer for the office. A 
Kaypro, cutting edge at the time, was called “transportable.” 
About the size of a small suitcase, I could carry it home, insert 
a floppy disk, and begin work on a document in Word Perfect 
or Lotus 1–2–3 to be printed out later on our dot matrix printer. I 
could share the computer with the other staff so they too could 
produce more work or at least more documents. The Kaypro 
became a vital piece of our organization; it seemed almost as 
valuable as another employee.

In the ensuing 40 years, my subsequent organizations, like 
most arts organizations, traveled the technological pathway: 
desktops, then laptops, local area networks, social media, smart 
phones, the cloud. Along the way, technological change has 
not only increased our speed and efficiency, it has transformed 
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so many aspects of the way that we conduct the organization’s 
work. Who needed a receptionist if technology could answer the 
phone and direct your call? When email became commonplace, 
communication patterns, protocols, and structures changed 
dramatically, even if email seemed to create as many problems 
as it solved. Soon we were all adding email policies to our 
employee handbooks while simultaneously haranguing our 
staffs to actually talk to the person in the adjacent cubicle, 
not just send an email. Instant messaging and texting made 
communication even faster, but also meant that if we wanted 
to ensure a reply, we’d first have to figure out each person’s 
preferred method of communication.

The year 1998 brought the first recorded use of “google” 
as a verb, and the era of “search” was upon us (Page, 1998). 
With Internet search, vast amounts of information became 
instantly accessible to anyone with a computer, inside or 
outside the organization, creating newly porous knowledge 
boundaries. Artists created websites, which we could “search” 
for information, history, biographies, etc. We could read blogs, 
follow hyperlinks, and trace one idea to another to another, all 
the time gaining greater knowledge, insight, and information 
about whatever we chose. Arts organizations also could, and 
did, create websites to make performance information available 
to our constituencies. All they needed to do was “search” for it.

Of course, we soon realized that simply creating a “searchable” 
website was one thing. “Driving traffic to it” was another. Most 
arts leaders were accustomed to relying on analog tactics like 
press releases, ads, subscription booklets, posters, and flyers 
that featured our web address, hoping that these would bring 
potential buyers to our site. These strategies helped, but more 
was to come.

In February 2004, Facebook was launched, and with it a 
whole new world of communication. Up to that point, web-based 
communication had been linear – you asked, you searched, 
you got an answer. With the advent of Facebook and its 
subsequent and multiple variations, we were in the multifaceted, 
multidirectional age of “social media.” We could still reach 
out to a single person, but more often what we said and wrote 
was seen and heard by any number of people and publics. 
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Information became pervasive and ubiquitous. Now, everyone 
could see, hear, and know about everything, all the time and 
instantly. And, as we now know all too well, misinformation 
could also flourish.

Many of us working in arts organizations embraced emerging 
technologies as keys to helping us to “do more with less,” 
especially in our ability to communicate with our colleagues, 
audiences, and communities faster, more easily, and with 
greater frequency than we could ever have imagined. Others 
of us moved ahead somewhat grudgingly, decrying each 
technological advance as alienating and dehumanizing, longing 
for the days when we could speak with a human being and not 
an avatar or a disembodied, computer-generated voice. Before 
long, our workplaces were swarming with “digital natives,” 
young employees for whom technology was second nature. It 
became crucial to build, and find funding for, ever-expanding 
IT departments, and also to learn how to manage a work force 
with diverse relationships to these technologies. Ignoring new 
technology was not an option.

But if we think about emerging technologies only in terms 
of the different or better ways we now have of doing what we 
had always done, if we focus only on managing our responses 
to the latest devices, we will miss a deeper, more fundamental 
change: the impact of technological thinking on the world and 
on arts organizations. To get at this idea, we need to return to 
the basics of the Internet: the concept behind it and the way 
it has transformed not only our communication but also the 
fundamental nature of our relationships.

One of my first IT managers, Dave Knerler, once tried to explain 
to me how email worked. In my analogic mind, it seemed like 
a giant telephone system – the direct, linear, one-to-one way I 
then understood communication – in which you “reached out” 
to someone, they answered, and you then spoke back and forth 
in real time. Dave asked me to instead visualize a “web”: an 
interlocking series of pathways connecting multiple “nodes” (of 
which I was only one), the others being other people, websites, 
sources of information, etc. Because it is a web and not a single, 
exclusive line or even a central hub with spokes radiating out 
from the center, information like my email traveled as a “packet,” 
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following multiple lanes and lines as it worked toward its end 
point. Because all of the “nodes” were doing this at the same 
time, the popular notion that a straight line was the fastest 
way to get from point to point no longer applied. Rather, the 
information “packet” would try multiple routes to get to where it 
was headed, avoiding or working around obstacles as it found 
its way from origin to end point.

The Internet was the underlying structure that made this 
system work. With its creation, we didn’t just get a new 
technology. We also got a profoundly new way of thinking 
about how we make interpersonal connections. The advent of 
the Internet launched a conceptual transition away from linear, 
vertical thinking and connecting to web-based horizontal 
thinking; from limited, managed, and controlled information 
sharing and relationship building to virtually unlimited and 
uncontrolled access and possibility. Today, the era of blockchain 
technology is bringing this decentralized concept to a whole 
new level. Blockchain technology removes any idea of an 
underlying centralized point of control and ownership in favor 
of an anonymous, completely decentralized system of control, 
ownership, and accountability. Blockchain technology has 
been most known for the creation and circulation of virtual 
currencies, but recent developments have included the rise 
of nonfungible tokens (NFTs) which are the technological 
equivalent of a singular work of art. We are in the early stages of 
this phenomenon, and it is unclear where it will take us. But the 
core idea of decentralized creation and control is one that is the 
logical extension of a way of thinking, working, and creating that 
was started by the creation of the Internet.

Many of today’s artists are engaged in collaborative 
composition and performance with other artists who are 
variously “live and in-person” or located elsewhere and 
connecting into the project through the Internet. Information and 
ideas now flow more freely, openly, and in multiple directions at 
once. Relationships proliferate, created, and sustained by this 
unfettered access. For artists, this collaborative and open way 
of thinking and working is not so new. Many artists draw their 
inspiration and develop their work from a multiplicity of sources. 
For leaders of cultural organizations, however, historically 
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invested in hierarchical organization charts and “chain of 
command” management thinking, it represents a revolution.

The way that much of performance work is created is not 
unlike Internet thinking with its networked approach to 
exploration, discovery, and creation. Indeed, it is an approach 
that is intrinsic to the creative process. Theater performances 
emerge from a collaborative process, one that enables the full 
participation of actors, designers, and technicians, usually but 
not always with a director’s guidance to produce a desired 
work of art. Chamber music ensembles work as a collective and 
draw their inspiration, artistry, and creativity from a networked, 
integrated approach to playing and interpreting music. Indeed, 
chamber music is often described as a “conversation” among 
the various instruments in the ensemble. Many modern and 
contemporary dance choreographers see their dancers as 
co-creators, not simply human movers to be manipulated 
according to the grand plan of the choreographer. Ensemble 
theater companies doing what is described as “devised theater” 
often start with an idea rather than a script and collectively 
develop the theatrical work from there. Frequently, it is nonlinear 
and not bound by a central narrative. Traditional dance and 
theater companies whose work reflects community-based 
cultural values thrive across generations and sometimes across 
continents on the strength of their participants’ collective 
creative energy and shared understandings. To appropriate 
some terminology of technology, this open-sourced, crowd-
created, collaborative, team-based approach to creating and 
working is, in the abstract, a salient characteristic of traditional 
cultures and many, if not most, artists.

I point this out so that arts leaders recognize that this “new” 
networked way of thinking actually coheres with the creative 
artistic process with which we are quite familiar and that 
characterizes much of the work we know and care so deeply 
about. Why then would we not also forego the vertical, closed, 
hierarchical organizational methodologies of working in our 
organization in favor of the horizontal, open-access, networked 
approach of the creative process in how we manage our 
organizations? Shared leadership models, consensus decision-
making, radical transparency – these and other innovations like 
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them are arising from the need to remake organizations in a way 
that reflects the world in which we are living and its artistic as 
well as technological foundations.

In addition to prompting us to reimagine the way that we work, 
emerging technologies also challenge our notions of what it 
means to be an artist and who gets to make that determination. 
In an open-source world, many of the barriers to participation in 
the arts as a “creative” have been removed and the diminished 
power of the gatekeeper (i.e., the director, the curator, and/or the 
critic) has opened a floodgate of creative activity. Maker’s Fairs 
and DIY artists proliferate. Filmmaking, which used to require a 
substantial investment in equipment, is now available to anyone 
with an iPhone. In 2015, director Sean Baker released Tangerine, 
an indie hit film shot entirely with the iPhone5 (Erbland, 2018). 
Musicians can create their own CDs and/or easily and cheaply 
distribute their music via online streaming. Online compositional 
collaboration has meant that recordings can be made with 
musicians in different parts of the world who may never see 
each other or be in the same room together. A YouTube channel 
or a Soundcloud account is relatively inexpensive and simple 
to create and sustain and enables creators access to potential 
consumers. Crowdsourcing enables works of art to be funded, 
created, produced, and disseminated without buy-in from deep-
pocketed donors or the structured and directed efforts of the 
development and marketing departments.

These developments are made possible by innovations in 
software and hardware. But the idea behind all of them is 
finding ways for artists to connect directly to their potential 
audiences and diminish, if not eliminate, the role of gatekeepers. 
Conceptually, it is the freedom of network thinking that underlies 
these innovations. The age of the heroic leader, the singular 
expert, the omnipotent and powerful curator or artistic director 
who is leading the endeavor and has the ultimate say on “what 
art gets seen,” is not as powerful as it once was.

An inevitable backlash is occurring, both generally and 
within the arts field, as we begin to question whether all of 
this “openness” is producing a devaluation of excellence, and 
artistry. In the era of crowdsourcing, we wonder what will 
happen to the role of the Artistic Director. Is there still space 
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to cultivate a single individual’s vision? Is the single artist’s 
passion destined to vanish as we “devolve to the middle” and 
engage in groupthink? Who gets to determine excellence? 
The market? Does excellence no longer matter if “the crowd” 
decides what gets produced and disseminated? What exactly 
is the role (or is there one) for the curator? What is the role 
(if any) of the expert critic, if anyone can write anything 
about a performance and disseminate that critique quickly 
and easily? What is the nature of the dialogue between the 
arts organization and the community it purports to serve? If 
anything goes, does anything matter? These questions are 
substantially different from the central question that has 
consumed arts organizations for the past 30 years or more: 
“How do we create an artistically excellent but still marketable 
product and sell it to the public?” We are all reckoning with the 
reality that technology has completely upended our sector. Arts 
leaders and arts organizations must continuously engage with 
the difficult questions that technology raises in the context of 
the work we do.

While new technologies are transforming the art we create 
and the methodology by which we produce and disseminate 
that work, the technologies of virtual reality (VR) and AI are 
transforming the context for both creating and experiencing that 
work. From photography to movies, to television, to advances in 
recording technology and live streaming, the ways in which we 
experience art have been enhanced and advanced. The performing 
arts sector has reluctantly adapted to these changes, even as the 
live performance experience remains the core of our work.

COVID changed all that. Almost without exception, every 
arts organization was forced to confront their relationship with 
technology and decide how they would – very quickly – adapt to 
this trend. Having the ability for live performance curtailed if not 
eliminated, artists and arts leaders got creative. Streaming of  
live performances via Zoom proliferated and revealed the extent 
of an arts organization’s comfort or discomfort with technology. 
Thus began the era of artists performing alone and remotely and, 
companies mixing individual video performances into a Zoom 
frame to create an illusion of multiple artists performing together. 
As time went on, those strategies became more sophisticated, 
and arts organizations became more adept at working with 
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technology. Kronos Quartet for one, which has a long history of 
engaging technology, well before COVID, released “Testimony,” a 
collaboration with Stanford Live Arts and Oakland-based spoken 
word artists that revealed a more creative way that technology 
could engage with live performance and retain its impact.

The experiments of the COVID era introduced many more of 
us to the idea that we could experience performances without 
leaving the comfort of our home. Yet, we are still very much 
aware that we are in our home “watching” the performance. VR, 
however, creates the tantalizing idea that we can be transported 
out of our home and into a new reality from which we experience 
the performance. With VR, we can enter a “virtual” space that 
has been created for us in the same way that the performance 
itself has been created for us. We are no longer required to be 
“outside” the art watching it from a safe distance. We can be 
fully immersed in the performance; we can be in a fantastical 
environment which shapes our experience of the art as much as 
the performance itself. The possibilities of what can be created 
are boundless and stretch the very definition and idea of what 
we mean by “live performance.” Perhaps you are sitting right 
behind the cello in a chamber music concert, onstage in a chair 
that’s part of the set of an unfolding play, in the middle of a 
dance performance with dancers surrounding you and dancing 
near, around, and above you. We are not talking about the 
willing suspension of disbelief but the unavoidable suspension 
of disbelief. There are no signposts and no markers to remind 
you that there is a “real world out there.” Rather, the “real” world 
is exactly where you “sense” you are, the reality in which you are 
participating. In the not-so-distant past, this would have seemed 
a fanciful impossibility, the product of some sci-fi rendering of 
the future. Today, it seems not only possible but viable. Even 
in its early stages, VR technology challenges our long-held 
understanding of live performance as unique and irreplaceable. 
By providing artists with a nearly limitless opportunity to design 
the performance environment – as well as the performance 
itself – we have created a whole new world of performance 
experience, vastly different than anything we have experienced 
so far. VR could potentially even recreate the shared, communal 
experience that is vital to the idea of performance, obviating the 
need to even build brick and mortar performance halls in favor 
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of the virtual variety. This is a whole new world of possibility 
that does not currently exist – but may well be in our future.

Which also leads us to Zaidi’s concern about AI.

Every one of us has had the experience of doing a search for 
an item we are thinking of buying and suddenly finding our 
social media feed filled with ads for similar items. Most of us 
have joined a media streaming service of one type or another – 
Spotify, iTunes, Netflix, Hulu, etc. and found personalized 
suggestions “curated” by an algorithm – an AI that mysteriously 
sees what we like and generates more of the same. At face value, 
this can be helpful. Our “feeds” are not clogged with information 
about items or options that we do not care about. And if we do 
like a particular artist or art form, it can be exciting and positive 
to be directed to others of a similar nature.

While this may seem innocent enough, even helpful, there 
are some troubling implications much broader than simply the 
annoyance of multiple advertisements for the same product. 
When an algorithm continually feeds us more of what we 
already know and like, our interests become narrowed rather 
than expanded. As our interests narrow, so does our ability to 
consider options outside the narrow band that is determining 
what we will see. If we are just purchasing consumer goods, 
this might not be such a big deal. But if we are engaging with 
the world and trying to understand “what’s really going on out 
there,” politically, socially, aesthetically, economically, AI can 
create a distorted vision which we then mistake for a universal 
reality. If, for example, in addition to being fed a steady diet of 
opportunities to purchase goods based on our search activity, 
we are also fed a steady diet of sociopolitical opinions that 
conform to ours, we may begin to mistake our world vision 
as “the” world vision. When we rarely, if ever, experience any 
interaction with alternatives, AI effectively shapes our idea of 
what is “the real world” and “what is really going on out there.”

Like VR, AI disrupts our understanding of reality, and in 
this sense, Zaidi is correct; this is a trend with unimaginable 
consequences. If everyone has their own vision of “what is real,” 
a vision shaped by the effects of AI, it becomes more difficult to 
establish a shared understanding of what we might collectively 
call the “real world.” The fact that we even have the often-used 
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phrase “in real life” (IRL) means that we already know that we 
are all operating in multiple realities at one time. Social media 
launched this trend as we all began to accumulate “friends” and 
curate our “feed,” determining what face we present to the now 
virtual world. The extended conversations that occur on these 
sites (“the Twitterverse”) which may vary dramatically from 
“real life” does not mean they are any less “real” in their impact. 
Multiple realities are very much at work in all our lives.

Perhaps most unnerving is the discussion now occurring 
about the “meta-verse” and the goal of tech innovators to 
merge our online life with our “real” life such that they are 
fully integrated. It raises the existential question of whether 
it is preferable to have one integrated reality or to know that 
we work in multiple realities at one time and act accordingly. 
Technological developments like these are taking shape faster 
than most of us can comprehend them and they portend a vastly 
different world than our current one.

One of the conversations that I regularly have with young 
artists is for them to consider their relationship to technology 
and its effect on them and their work. Is the art they create 
arising from an internal “fire in the belly,” their visceral need to 
create and perform, or is it a response to a world manufactured 
by AI that tells them how they “should” look, feel, talk, perform 
in order to “get more likes” on their feed? Is the accumulation 
of “likes” on Instagram, TikTok, or other social media sites an 
indication of value? What really matters to them?

A greater concern for all artists and arts leaders is that if 
AI narrows peoples’ aesthetic interests, how will work that 
exists outside this narrow field find an audience? Furthermore, 
how will I, as an audience member, ever experience the joy 
of discovering performance experiences that are outside 
the bounds of what I already know? These are challenging 
dilemmas confronting the arts as AI continues to be an 
inexorable force in contemporary society.

REVERBERATIONS OF CHANGE

While Zaidi’s “only three trends that matter” is useful as an 
organizing principle for trying to ascertain what is happening in 
the external environment, the formation runs the risk of being 
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reductive: essentially distilling complex environmental changes 
into three easily discernable buckets. We know however, that 
these trends are more complex than they might first appear. 
Even more critically, they are intertwined, creating extensive 
reverberations from the energy of their collective force. Here 
are just a few of the more obvious ways in which we see this 
happening.

CHANGING POLITICAL/ECONOMIC STATUS

I vividly recall the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989 and the 
subsequent collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991. These two 
events were historical moments for the world with enormous 
real and symbolic power, appearing to represent the triumph 
of democracy and capitalism over authoritarianism and 
communism. Post-World War II global politics had been defined 
by the uneasy but accepted “balance of power” between 
two seemingly permanent superpowers, the United States 
and the USSR, also bringing us their proxy wars, diplomatic 
skirmishes, and economic competitions. But with the undoing 
of the Soviet Union, liberal democracy and its economic engine 
capitalism took on a triumphant aura of inevitability (not to 
mention moral goodness) as the only viable economic system, 
at what in retrospect may have been the apogee of the 20th 
century.

In 1989, Francis Fukuyama published The End of History, in 
which he argued, “The triumph of the West, of the Western idea, 
is evident first of all in the total exhaustion of viable systematic 
alternatives to Western liberalism” (Fukuyama, p. 3). While 
many scholars disagreed, the idea gained widespread popular 
currency.

What has transpired since then: global political turmoil in 
all areas of the world, including the west, the meteoric rise of 
(communist) China as a global superpower, the fragmentation 
of the EU, extreme right-leaning political parties drawing 
noticeable support in all parts of the western world, the 
continuing confusion and dissolution of politics and systems in 
the Middle East, Catalonian and Kurdish separatism, and more 
seem to show that Mr. Fukuyama spoke too soon. By 2022, with 
the invasion of Ukraine by Russia and the idea that western 
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liberal democracy had triumphed seemed absurd. If anything, 
we seem to be facing an even more dystopian political future 
than before.

Meanwhile, the supremacy of capitalism has brought us a level 
of extreme economic inequality that seems nearly intractable, 
an ideology of big winners and big losers with very little room 
between these two poles. Multinational corporations like Apple, 
Nike, Meta, Exxon/Mobil, Honda, Royal Dutch Shell, and dozens 
of others have arguably become the new political states as 
they create a global operating environment for themselves that 
transcends the political powers of the nation-state: setting their 
own policies, picking and choosing where to “locate” to their best 
tax, and (non)regulatory advantage.

Correspondingly, those who have been disenfranchised by 
the capitalist system have been and continue to fight back. 
Movements like the Arab Spring, Occupy Wall Street, Black 
Lives Matter, and any number of others across the world have 
emerged, even if briefly and temporarily, as a response to the 
oppression people experience at the hands of those who control 
social, political, and economic capital. We see these movements 
being driven largely through social media and immediate access 
to information that, prior to the meteoric rise of social media as a 
communication platform, was certainly slower and more easily 
repressed by the state.

Not surprisingly, a backlash to these movements can also 
be seen in the rise of religious fundamentalism, right-wing 
ideologies, and a host of policies and practices that were once 
considered “extreme”: racism, violence, propagandizing of 
conspiracy theories, and more have moved from the margins 
into mainstream political discourse in many countries. There is 
a growing sense that, even or especially among those of us who 
may have thought otherwise, we are in a world of much greater 
political and economic unpredictability than we had thought 
possible, one in which the previously accepted political realities 
are no longer seen with the air of inevitability and permanence 
that they once seemed to have. In fact, we don’t know what 
to expect from our sociopolitical environment going forward; 
previous assumptions about “how things work” are no longer 
operative.
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GLOBALIZATION HAS BEEN REDEFINED

A few years ago, a student of mine from China made the 
assertion that people in China know more about America than 
Americans do. He attributed this to their intense admiration of 
and aspiration for the “American way of life,” gleaned through 
television, movies, and social media. This student believed that 
to consume American cultural output was to fully understand 
American cultural values “better than most Americans” ever 
could. To my American students, his comment revealed that 
when we export cultural artifacts – movies, TV programs, 
consumer products – we are not just sharing the artifacts 
themselves. We are also transmitting cultural values, both 
implicit and explicit, whether we aim to or not.

Because the United States is so dominant in the global culture, 
it is easy to focus our attention and concern around the export 
of American culture to the rest of the world. The networked 
effect of technology, however, means that Americans can also 
experience the art, culture, and values of other global cultures. 
We have widespread access to the music, theater, and dance of 
multiple cultures temporally and geographically distant from 
our own, enabling us to recognize that our lived reality is not 
universally shared. Technology has changed the dimensions of 
globalization beyond the import-export paradigm: it allows us to 
immediately, and often quite viscerally, experience aesthetic and 
social complexities of multiple cultures and their expressions, 
through which we can absorb alternative cultural values.

Technological advances in communication have also made 
it possible for us to know, almost instantaneously, of any 
phenomenon, natural or man-made, occurring anywhere on 
earth. Many of us here in the United States were glued to our 
screens watching the events of the Arab Spring unfold in real 
time in Tahrir Square in Cairo. This uprising, while probably 
not caused by social media, was certainly intensified and 
amplified via Twitter and Facebook, far beyond more established 
broadcast platforms. The invasion of Ukraine by Russia 
illuminated this as well. Through technology, we were made 
vividly aware of the tanks in the streets and the suffering of the 
people in Ukraine. Ukrainian flags appeared on social media 
sites within days of the invasion, indicating support for Ukraine. 
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It is a point of contention as to whether these social media signs 
of support are effective in any real way; but they nonetheless are 
indications that global events of all types are being seen, heard, 
and felt by populations around the globe on an unprecedented 
scale.

Moreover, we aren’t just cognitively aware of these 
phenomena: of whole communities and societies confronting 
poverty, war, feast and famine, political disruption, human 
trafficking, and exploitation. Thanks to sophisticated video 
and sonic technology, we also can feel the immediacy and 
the intensity of their pain, their suffering, their joys, and their 
sorrows. We experience them being played out for us on our 
(increasingly higher definition) screens at all times and places. 
It is difficult to watch what happens in the world and not feel 
an emotional pull of some type and an urge to “do something,” 
while at the same time feeling powerless to actually do 
anything.

Technology has also forced us to reckon with not just how 
interconnected we are but how interdependent we have become, 
a point driven home quite dramatically by the COVID-19 
epidemic which, very quickly, became a pandemic as it traveled 
around the world with alarming speed. Old world techniques 
like travel bans, lockdowns, quarantines, and the like were the 
only tools we had to fight a phenomenon  we had not seen in 
our lifetime. From a global economic perspective, consumption 
in one part of the world arises from production in another. 
Drug producers in one country require drug users in another. 
Isolation from what is happening around us – economically, 
politically, socially, and yes, even artistically – is both a myth 
and an impossibility. In addition, nationalist fantasies of state 
control and isolation notwithstanding, climate change, and 
environmental degradation also are not bound by political 
boundaries established through war and diplomacy. Global 
warming, rising seas, melting ice caps, and destabilizing 
weather patterns are global events. When a volcano erupts in 
Iceland, the ash blankets the whole of Europe and disrupts air 
travel for the entire globe. Pesticides sprayed on one farmer’s 
fields are borne on the wind to other farmers’ fields and  
damage their crops.
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While conversations strategizing about how (or whether) to 
adapt to globalization proliferate (Davos, the G7 summits, the 
World Economic Forum, to name only a few), they too often exist 
primarily in the realms of economics, politics, and the military. 
Rarely are arts and culture driving or even participating in this 
dialogue, marginalized as they are in categories of “soft power” 
or “cultural exchange” – nice to have but not central to the 
conversation.

If we are to truly understand and reckon with what it means 
to live in an interconnected and interdependent world, we will 
have to understand and reckon with the core issues of identity, 
empathy, and meaning that are the substance of cultural 
creation and artistic production. By excluding the arts from 
the global discourse, globalization conversations, policies, and 
practices are discussed largely in terms of power and control – 
the values of politics rather than compassion, collaboration, 
mutual respect, and cultural comprehension, the values of art 
and culture. If we were able to acknowledge the centrality of 
art and culture to the way we approach the challenges of living 
in a globalized world, and if arts and culture were seriously 
represented at these various institutions and gatherings that are 
discussing – and determining – the future of the world, we might 
do better at finding ways to create, not just destroy, human 
relationships of hope and possibility.

Globalization is also paradoxical, in that humans strive to 
belong to both tribe and planet. We want to be surrounded 
and nurtured by those who are like us, even as – in this era 
of interdependence – we want to be included in the globalized 
world. As arts organizations, we must create multifaceted and 
multidirectional conversations about culture and identity within 
our communities and in conversation and collaboration with 
communities quite distant from ours as well. In this way, we 
can begin to chart a course toward a new vision of humanity 
coexisting in an interdependent global environment.

Sentiments such as these are often dismissed as idealistic 
and naïve. But most of us who work in the arts have witnessed 
performances in which individuals from multiple cultures come 
together to celebrate and discover their common humanity. 
Enabling audiences to see themselves through the creative work 
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of artists who are geographically and culturally distant from us 
can be a transformative experience, not just for the individual 
but for the communities involved as well.

INSTITUTIONS ARE DEVOLVING

With decentralization and the networked relational dynamic of 
the Information Age has come the devolution of institutions that 
have been built on the hierarchical, linear structural models of 
a previous age. This includes some of the pillars of our culture – 
government, education, and religion as well as the arts. We 
struggle to maintain hierarchies and centralized systems of 
governance within these institutions with the contemporary 
world telling us something quite different about how best to 
organize for a collective purpose. One of several places we can 
see this is in the evolving structure of public education in the 
United States.

Built on an 18th-century model that first met the needs of 
agriculture and then of 19th-century industrialization, public 
education’s idealized purpose was to create and develop 
an educated populace to insure democracy’s viability as a 
governing system. Classrooms and curriculum were created 
on a centralized model of socialization and a “universally 
accepted” body of knowledge that an educated person needed 
to know. That body of knowledge was built on a Eurocentric 
foundation, as was the system itself, with the white male 
property owner as its primary beneficiary. As contemporary 
society has diversified, demands have been placed on the 
system for new ways of thinking, learning, and teaching. 
Alternative ideas, strategies, and programs are emerging for 
a system that embraces and accounts for a diverse population 
with diverse values, experiences, desires, and needs. What 
we are seeing however is that the rate at which our world 
is changing – becoming ever more globalized, networked, 
technology-based – is outpacing any transformations to 
public education. The consequence is a patchwork of ideas, 
ideologies, and schemes (charter schools, vouchers, home 
schooling, etc.) which suggest potential innovation but also 
signal a decline in the institutional power and prestige of a 
single system, and with it, our shared commitment to free, 
universal public education.
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A similar process of destabilization and fragmentation is 
occurring in the organized performing arts. Previous models of 
“the way things work” are proving inadequate in response to the 
social and cultural changes sweeping the world. Many of what 
we understand to be our “major” cultural institutions (symphony 
orchestras, ballet companies, opera companies, regional 
theaters, arts centers, museums, etc.) are adapting slowly, if at 
all. As a consequence, alternative voices are emerging, calling 
for new ways of working and a reevaluation of the centralized, 
corporatized, nonprofit governance model as the primary 
mode of operation. Large and mid-sized organizations, built 
and developed on the previous century’s models, are finding 
themselves stressed on multiple fronts (revenue, audiences, 
staffing). Smaller organizations are rethinking the drive for 
“scalability” and exploring new ideas of what exactly that might 
mean. Does it really mean becoming more like the organizations 
to which they have long served as an outlying alternative? 
Or does it mean creating a whole new range of diverse, 
innovative organizational models: smaller, more local, nimbler, 
adaptable, and firmly embedded in the community? Should 
we be redefining what we mean by a “major” institution away 
from gigantism and budget size? As with public education, it is 
frightening for some, especially the formerly dominant culture, 
to imagine the demise of the “institution.” But for many others, 
it is energizing to imagine the new institutional paradigms we 
might create for a changing world.

The interaction between an arts organization and its 
community can and should be the metric by which the life and 
vitality of the organization is appraised, not its budget size, 
staff size, prestige of its Board, or architectural significance of 
its building. By focusing more on the energy, importance, and 
immense possibilities inherent in the interaction of art, artist, 
organization, and community and much less on the structures 
that created and support the institution, arts organizations can 
redefine institutionality in vital and dynamic terms, based more 
on community-wide impact and less on organizational size.

EMBRACING NEW REALITIES

It is clearly time for a real shift in perspective by arts leaders, 
something that can be quite difficult for those of us of a certain 
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age who have invested a substantial portion of our lives and 
careers in learning how to effectively function within the system 
as we have known it. But that system is changing fundamentally 
and quickly, whether we like it or not. We cannot hope for 
continued success if we insist on playing the new game by old 
rules. So here are some new perspectives that can help guide our 
thinking as we lead our organizations forward into this new era.

CONTEXT MATTERS MORE THAN EVER

Sometimes when I talk with colleagues, it seems as if nothing 
has changed in the last few decades. With print media in full-
throated decline for years now, many arts leaders still obsess 
over whether the major daily newspaper will run a review or 
not. Looking out at a sea of white hair in our audiences, we 
still worry about whether our core audiences will accept “new 
forms” and whether programmatic change will alienate those 
core supporters. We often lose our nerve and end up catering to 
those audiences, replicating programming from decades past. 
Then, we wonder why we aren’t getting younger audiences. This 
“donor tyranny” – the paralyzing fear that “too much change too 
fast” will alienate our core audience and we will lose them, even 
though they are an ever-diminishing subset of our community – 
hinders our adaptability. We want new, younger, more diverse 
audiences at our performances, but we want them on our terms. 
We wonder then why audience development and “diversity 
initiatives” that employ old tactics in a new environment don’t 
lead to meaningful change.

Ironically, by refusing to change the content and contexts 
for the programs we create in ways that acknowledge new 
community realities, we are losing, not preserving, our future. 
For years, we operated by the maxim that it is easier and 
cheaper to sustain current audiences than to find new ones, 
and we built systems and structures that supported this idea. 
But now, those audiences are aging out of our organizations 
and those systems and structures are not up to the challenges 
of the contemporary world. The organizations that thrive in the 
future will be the ones that recognize the changes occurring in 
demographics, politics, socioeconomics, technology, and culture 
and be willing to reinvent themselves to take advantage of the 
opportunities provided by this new environment.
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THERE ARE NO CERTAINTIES

It’s not just that the “old ways” are no longer working and that we 
need to find “new ways of working,” though that is certainly true. 
The underlying premise of any strategy for moving organizations 
into the future must be based on the idea that whatever works 
now will only work for now, and that we can’t get too attached to 
present-day strategies as a permanent solution. I often use the 
metaphor of surfing to describe the nature of the new environment 
in which we are operating. We are riding a wave that for short 
periods of time feels solid, but is not solid at all. In fact, it requires 
every possible skill we have, and some muscles we are not 
accustomed to using, to stay on top of that wave. It also means that 
we occasionally will “wipe out” and have to swim to shore, start 
over, and try a different approach, especially now that the winds 
have shifted and the waves are more treacherous than ever. I can’t 
think of a better way to describe arts leadership today.

Uncertainty about revenue sources too often remains the 
dominant concern for arts organizations. We spend far too much 
time and energy trying to find that magic bullet of stable, fixed 
funding for our organizations so we can finally stop worrying 
about it. The hard truth is: it’s not there. Suze Orman, the pop 
financial adviser, once said that money was like air – no one 
claims it’s their life’s work to accumulate it, but no one can live 
without it. That is a good way to think about the need for revenue 
for arts organizations. We need it to survive, but it’s not our 
reason for being.

We must accept a level of economic uncertainty as the reality 
of being embedded in the market-based economic system. 
We may wish for an alternative, and there is no doubt that we 
should work to discover and implement an economic system that 
reduces the vulnerability to which the market ideology subjects 
our artists and our arts organizations. But until then, our very 
real challenge is to accomplish our work in an atmosphere 
of extreme and ongoing revenue precarity. Perhaps our most 
creative work, and the work we need to continuously pursue, is 
to find, develop, and maximize multiple revenue sources rather 
than relying on the largess of a few wealthy, powerful donors 
whose outlook on the world may not cohere with the mission  
and values of the arts organizations they support.
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Most importantly, we need to let go of any idea that there 
is a permanent fixed structural state of stability to which we 
can or should aspire. Over the years, we have developed huge 
administrative infrastructures that often dwarf the artistic 
staffs, to support our work. We adopted the “C-suite” lexicon of 
the business world: now we have CEOs, COOs, CFOs, and CTOs 
running arts organizations. We fill our Boards with business 
leaders who intimidate arts leader with their exhortation to 
“behave like a business” and punish those who don’t. Yet it is 
the art, the performance experience that needs to survive, not 
the structures we have built around it. The watchword in the 
arts today is “nimble”: institutions large and small need flexible, 
adaptive structures and systems that can respond quickly, 
growing and diminishing as needed.

As someone who has successfully run several large arts 
organizations and worked with dozens of artists to create their 
performance projects, I know full well that producing and 
creating art does, in fact, require infrastructural support. My 
argument is not that art does not need infrastructure but rather 
that we have invested far too much in creating and sustaining 
a perceived strong, stable infrastructure, when the times call 
for ones that are fluid, dynamic and adaptable; just like the 
artistic process. The question for us now is, how can we build an 
ecosystem of infrastructural support – organizations, systems, 
processes, and people – that reflect the creative process and 
integrates our values and ideals with the unpredictable world 
in which we find ourselves? There are some signals and ideas 
happening now that can help show us the way.

IT’S A WORLD OF MASH-UPS AND MIXTAPES

Several years ago, on something of a whim, I attended a 
performance that was held in the basement of a rundown office 
building, home to a formerly active floral shop called “Basic 
Flowers,” in the heart of downtown Los Angeles. The piece, 
“The Temptation of St. Antony” created by the performance 
company Four Larks, was what they call a “junkyard opera”; a 
performance piece that “…fuses immersive design, chamber-
pop, and choreography, orchestrated from found objects by 
an interdisciplinary ensemble. We transmute big ideas into 
immersive space and song” (Four Larks, 2022). It was all that 
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and more. The crowd that was there, mostly in their 20s, loved it 
(Figure 5.1).

We have entered an artistic world of mash-ups, which combine 
disparate samplings of creative output into a loosely bounded 
performance experience, and audiences are demonstrating 
an appetite for this multifaceted hybrid work. Technology has 
extended the creative reach of artists beyond the confines 
of the proscenium theater and opened the possibilities of 
augmented reality, mixed media, multimedia, trans-, cross-, 
and multidisciplinary creative work, much of which defies 
categorization. This concept of the mixtape and the mash-up, 
of loosely organized chaos, is exactly right for the 21st century. 
People can, and often do, hold disparate ideas, cultures, and 
experiences in their heads at one time. Moreover, audiences 
have expressed a willingness to embrace this loosely organized 
chaos as an experience they desire. The fixed rules of theater 
etiquette (start on time, sit quietly in your seat, no cell phones, 
no cameras, no talking, etc.) may need to go by the wayside in 
favor of more energized and spontaneous-feeling events that 

Figure 5.1 From Four Larks’ The Temptation of St. Antony featuring (from left to 
right) Katherine Redlus, Danny Echevarria, Prudence Rees-Lee, Matthew Proffitt, 
Esther Hannaford, Zachary Sanders, Max Baumgarten, Paula Rebelo, and Eli 
Weinberg. Photo by Vikk Shayen. Courtesy Four Larks
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appeal to an audience comfortable with the unexpected, live 
performance experience.

Arts leaders can also create mash-up organizations and 
support systems that cohere with rather than fight against the 
process of artistic creation. Some of those I have mentioned 
previously – Four Larks, Bridge to Everywhere, Astral Mixtape, 
and others like them are experimenting with the form of their 
“management.” In every case, they are taking the current 
structures like the nonprofit organizational model, the 
hierarchical organization chart, traditional marketing, and 
fundraising approaches and repurposing them to meet their own 
needs and values. These are the new growth in the forest of the 
arts that are leading the way toward new ways of working that 
cohere with their values as artists and as arts leaders in the 
current environment.

THE NECESSITY OF HOLDING AN ECOSYSTEMIC  
POINT OF VIEW

We can see that these major environmental shifts are networked, 
integrated, interrelated phenomena. Yet, with the linear, atomized 
methodology that we usually apply to our work, we have 
tended to focus both separately and sequentially in the way we 
think about the challenges we face. We often see this in our 
discussions of “priorities”: what is going to (or must) happen first 
and what is going to happen later, if at all. While it all seems 
very sensible, this thinking leads us into a linear framework 
of dichotomous choices: if we do one thing, we will have to 
sacrifice another. It also leads us into the unfortunate question 
of “balance,” a term of which I am highly suspicious. Whether 
it’s work-life balance, programming balance, or budgetary 
balance, the result is always the same: something must give way 
or be sacrificed for another. This seems like a reasonable way 
to approach our work, but once again, it imposes hierarchical 
thinking on a networked world. And it is inimical to the arts.

An ecosystemic point of view turns that thinking on its head 
as it recognizes the interrelatedness of our endeavors and 
the need to integrate our work rather than “make the hard 
choices,” another very popular phrase that often ends badly 
for organizations. Just as the Internet has established for us 
a networked way of thinking, communicating, and sharing 
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information, an ecosystemic way of organizational thinking 
views the organization as a dynamic, ever-changing entity of 
loosely linked “organisms” that fully integrates all aspects of 
what we do into a dynamic ecosystem. This metaphor extends 
externally as well. Our organization is only one ecosystem 
interacting with a range of other ecosystems (social, political, 
financial, etc.) that comprise our larger community, of which we 
are a necessary and vital part. If we are to seriously consider 
arts organizations as intrinsic to a healthy community, then 
we must engage with the other ecosystems that together 
comprise the community. Otherwise, we are irrelevant, and 
our sustainability is impossible. And when arts organizations 
fail, the community fails as well, and that is a tragic outcome. 
It is our moral and ethical duty then to build sustainable arts 
organizations.

What does this mean in real terms? It means that as an 
organization we recognize and promote our interdependence 
and interrelatedness. It means we have no time for turf battles or 
internal competition for resources, but instead must focus on the 
real challenge of sustainability. With an ecosystemic approach, 
we recognize loosely defined boundaries but acknowledge 
that they are overlapping and porous. We acknowledge that 
any action we create in one area (art, budget, audience) will 
influence the others and we need to think about this holistically. 
We welcome the mash-up and the mixtape as models of 
ecosystemic thinking and acting, and are eager to see what 
happens when competing arts and ideas collide.

The work we do as arts leaders is some of the most important 
work of contemporary civilization. But we have for too long 
succumbed to a limited vision: to be popular and financially 
successful; to contribute to the local economy; to create a better 
quality of life for people engaged in “more serious” pursuits; 
and to provide diversion from a life we frequently find difficult 
and depressing. We have too often lacked the creativity of 
thinking to reenvision how we do our work. Now is the time to 
be bold, creative, and relentless about building sustainable arts 
organizations.

How we make that happen – how we remake our ways 
of working to meet the demands of a changing external 
environment – is the subject of the next section of this book.
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As the Director of the Arts Leadership program at the University 
of Southern California, I interview every student who enters 
the program. In most cases, these are young artists who have 
an “idea” – a concept or a vision of some project they want to 
take on or organization they wish to create. Sometimes they 
are quite specific: one student may want to start a mixed 
instrument chamber ensemble; another wants to reinvent how 
music is taught in the secondary schools in the United States. 
Others have sought to start a festival, build a performing arts 
venue, create an after-school theater program, and more. I am 
continually intrigued and excited by the range of ideas that they 
are considering and their level of commitment to making them 
become a reality.

Before I agree to work with them, however, I encourage them to 
think about what motivating forces are driving them to take on 
this project as their life’s work. Usually, their thinking has been 
so focused on what exactly they want to create – the ensemble, 
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the festival, the theater – and how they will do it that they haven’t 
given much thought to the larger “why” questions of:

• Why do you (personally) want to do this?

• How will the world be changed because of the work of your 
organization?

In many cases, they believe the answers are self-evident: “I want 
to create a chamber music ensemble because I love chamber 
music”; “I want to start a theater because I want to do the plays 
I like with the people I like working with”; “I want to start my 
own dance company because I want to make dances, not just 
dance in them.” While these might be good places to start the 
conversation, I push them to think more deeply about the “why” 
questions. I find that it’s especially difficult for them to think 
about what impact they want their work to have in the world. Too 
often, concerned as they are with the creation of their idea, they 
have not given the question of external impact much thought. I 
want them to know early on that if they want to build resilient, 
sustainable organizations, if they want to create organizations 
that really matter to the communities within which they exist, 
then they need to think about how their communities – even the 
world – will be changed by the work of their organization.

I take a similar approach with established organizations who 
have asked me to help them build, rebuild, develop, plan, or 
remake their organization for the future. Five years after its 
founding, the Wallis Center for the Performing Arts in Beverly 
Hills was at a crossroads. Since they opened their doors in 
2013, they had experienced the growing pains typical of a new 
organization: some hard won successes, some failures, and 
a developing sense of what their role in the Los Angeles arts 
ecosystem would be. I was lucky to begin working with them 
at this time and the first thing we did was a deep dive into 
purpose – why were they here and what impact did they want to 
make in their community? (Figure 6.1).

This has become especially important work in the “post-
pandemic” world when the context in which organizations are 
working has changed so dramatically.

Focused on the day-to-day challenge of continuing to operate 
in an always challenging environment, organizations that have 
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existed for some time may not have spent much time grappling 
with these critical questions. They seem like “settled issues” 
that “we all know and accept” so “let’s just keep doing the work.” 
Start-up organizations also want to get to work as quickly as 
possible. Driven by a passion for the project and with time and 
money in short supply, leaders of start-ups can be impatient with 
pausing to think about purpose and meaning. However, whether 
it’s a start-up organization or a well-established entity, clearly 
stating for everyone involved not just what we are doing but 
what our core organizational values are, why we are pursuing 
this dream and for whom, is time extremely well spent. Settling 
these larger concepts provides the foundation that is necessary 
to do the work arts leaders are so eager to dive into. It is the first 
step in building the resilient, sustainable organization that is 
necessary to make progress towards our aspirations and ideals.

I applied this same thinking to the five organizations that 
I have led myself. I learned early on that the corollary to the 
maxim “If you don’t know where you are going any path will 
get you there” is “If you don’t know why you are on this journey 
then what you are doing probably doesn’t matter much.” For the 

Figure 6.1 Audience for a Performance at the Wallis Center for the Performing Arts. 
Photo by John Linden Website: www.johnlindenphotographs.com. Courtesy Wallis 
Center for the Performing Arts

http://www.johnlindenphotographs.com
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arts entrepreneur, the arts leader, and the arts organization, 
the answers to these questions provide a clear understanding 
of the unattainable ideal to which they aspire and the guidance 
and guardrails that they need to navigate all the challenges and 
opportunities that arise as they continue the journey.

Within established organizations, these ideas are often 
expressed in three statements – the Mission, Vision, and Values 
of the organization. When I first began working in this field 
in the early 1980s, a surprising number of organizations did 
not have even these. They were like my students; they just 
“knew” why they were here and assumed it must therefore be 
obvious to others. Most of us thought it was hardly worth the 
time to wrangle over the wording of even a mission statement. 
My experience has taught me otherwise. In every organization 
I have led, I encountered unexpected and sometimes even 
traumatic changes in the environment – recessions, global 
conflicts, culture wars, political upheaval, and more – that 
caused moments of stress for the organization if not real crises. 
At these moments, knowing our purpose – who we were, why 
we were here, and what mattered to us – was key to being able 
to decide on a plan of action that enabled us to continue making 
forward progress. It was critical to our ability to survive.

Today, nearly all arts organizations have a written mission 
statement; many have vision and values statements as well. 
How well they were conceived, how public they are, how much 
they serve as a foundation for organizational strategy is an 
open question. Too often, they are pro forma in nature (like 
the generic bylaws many of us downloaded from the Internet) 
and relatively indistinguishable from those of many similar 
arts organizations. To illustrate, here are some sample mission 
statements taken from the websites of real organizations (I have 
not credited them in order not to embarrass the organizations):

_________ Performing Arts Center strives to present a broad 
global perspective through the presentation of high-quality 
artistic work in music, theater, dance, film, and visual arts.

The mission of _________________ Foundation is to support 
educational excellence in the public schools — through 
fundraising and operation of enrichment programs.
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The mission of __________ is to deliver exceptional vocal 
performances and exciting, accessible programs to diverse 
audiences, focusing on community engagement and the 
transformative power of live performance.

If you read these statements without their names attached, their 
inadequacy becomes obvious. Platitudinous, they are essentially 
interchangeable with any similar organization filled with words 
like “diverse,” “excellence,” “high quality,” good ideas that have 
been overused to the point of meaninglessness. I don’t doubt the 
sincerity of the organizations or the writers of the statements, 
but in their generality, they fail to enlighten or inspire. Why do 
organizations produce such inadequate statements?

One reason is that, for many organizations, the idea of writing 
mission, vision, and values statements is seen as a waste of 
time when “there is work to be done.” Spending time on defining 
purpose sounds to many like so much navel-gazing and besides, 
“we all know what we are here to do, so let’s just get at it.” 
Additionally, in many instances the process become an onerous 
one, usually involving a meeting of multiple “stakeholders” in 
a day-long “rewrite the mission statement” retreat that can be 
excruciatingly uninteresting to people who want to get things 
done, especially those “business-minded” individuals that we are 
all encouraged to add to our Boards.

I will argue however that it is vital to the creation of a 
sustainable organization for a Board and staff to come together 
and develop a shared clarity of purpose, core fundamental 
values, and ideology. It is not easy for an organization to do the 
hard work of arriving at a consensus decision about its identity 
and its reason for existence. The process will both reveal and 
strengthen the multiple points of view of its stakeholders while 
exposing the complexity and contradictions that may exist 
within the organization. This type of self-examination and critical 
reflection is a necessary starting point for the work we want 
to do. By engaging with the “tough questions,” the organization 
establishes the foundation, the necessary organizational 
commitment to purpose that is required for its survival.

From my own experience, I quickly realized that the Mission, 
Vision, Values – the staple of most strategic plans – were 
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inadequate to the task of organizational definition. The work 
we do as arts organizations is too complex and too vital to be 
distilled down to glib aphorisms about excellence, diversity, 
and the like. After much work and experimentation, I arrived at 
what I call Foundational Documents, five key statements that can 
fully define the organization. They are: Vision, Mission, Values, 
Artistic Intent, and Community Context. Each serves a particular 
definitional purpose; all five are necessary to fully articulate 
and understand the identity and purpose of the organization. 
The statements achieve their effectiveness in how they interact 
with each other. Rather than thinking of them as a hierarchical 
list or traditional pie chart with five separate pieces, I see them 
as an integrated ecosystem, each retaining its own character, 
interacting with, and affecting the other four, each necessary to 
create an understanding of the total organization. The resilience 
and sustainability of the internal organizational ecosystem 
is built from these statements. One in particular, the Vision, 
describes the unattainable ideal toward which the organization 
is striving. So, we begin there.

VISION

Below is the Vision Statement for the Heart of LA (2017; Figure 6.2):

EVERY CHILD DESERVES A CHANCE

Street corners once occupied by gangs and overrun by 
criminal activity are now safe for visiting artists, teachers, 
alumni, and volunteers. Drugs, weapons, and spray cans 
are replaced with musical instruments, books, sports gear, 
paintbrushes, and canvases. Everyone in the community 
is sharing lessons learned and the local schools and the 
surrounding neighborhoods are becoming strong foundations 
for fostering the next generation of productive and successful 
contributors. Heart of Los Angeles has become a beacon 
center of hope that unites partners with youth and their 
families to transform communities.

In describing the sustainable arts organization, I noted the 
need for organizations to strive for an unattainable ideal; a 
vision of the world that can serve as their “north star,” setting 
the overall direction for its development into the future. That 
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aspirational ideal should be represented 
in the organization’s Vision statement. 
From its headline (Every Child Deserves 
a Chance) to its vivid description of the 
world it envisions for its community, this 
Vision Statement for Heart of LA, an arts 
organization in Los Angeles, does exactly 
that.

A Vision should be capacious, 
aspirational, and idealistic, embodying 
an organization’s most expansive hopes 
and dreams. It should represent an image 
of the world that will come into being 
as a result of the organization’s work. 
For some social service organizations, 
this can be a more straightforward task, 
as their organizations may be founded 
to solve a problem, end a disease, or 
address a crisis. It’s a little different for 
arts organizations who are engaged 
in the ongoing work of cultural creation that strengthens 
and enhances our communities. We are not usually engaged 
in specific problem-solving in the way that social service 
organizations are. Our Vision is less likely to be a specific 
definable outcome (“the eradication of AIDS,” “ending poverty”) 
and more of an ongoing endeavor that makes change in the 
world through the continuous work of the organization. This 
is the essence of sustainability: endlessly striving toward that 
unattainable goal.

When writing a Vision, many organizations fall into two common 
traps. One is the tendency to focus on a future Vision of the 
organization itself and not on a Vision for the world. This can 
seem appropriate, given that the Vision is one of the organization’s 
defining documents. And a vision of the future of the organization 
is something we can more easily imagine and state. It’s also a way 
to dodge the question of community impact that we often find so 
difficult to articulate. Here’s a typical (and real) example:

The XXXX Opera Company will be recognized internationally 
as a leading example of adaptability, innovation, and 

Figure 6.2 Outside entrance to the 
new building for Heart of LA. Photo 
by Aaron Rapoport. Courtesy Heart 
of Los Angeles
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sustainability in the operatic arts, promoting diversified 
programming and unique performance venues with world-
class and emerging talent.

Words like “internationally recognized,” “world class,” “model 
organization,” and “unique” predominate in these statements. 
While we can understand and appreciate any organization’s 
desire to be “best in class,” especially in the arts, we need to 
also ask, “why does that matter?” Have we become so enmeshed 
in a competitive ideology that we too think being “the best” is 
a vision worth devoting our lives to? To be certain, we all want 
to be “great” or “excellent” in our work and I often see – and 
encourage – this as one of an organization’s core values. But 
community or world impact is what will give our organizations 
meaning and enable sustainability.

Many organizations and their leaders also believe that 
the “why” of their existence is obvious. We think, “Everyone 
knows why we need a symphony orchestra, a dance company, 
a theater ensemble.” Certainly, the reason for being is clear 
to those of us involved in the creation of the organization. 
Wrongly, we assume it is also clear to everyone else. It is not. 
The endless struggle for audiences, societal recognition, and 
financial support for the arts, should be proof enough of that. 
In the Vision Statement, the organization has the opportunity 
to assert its value to the community it serves, to the region, 
and even the world. Too many arts organizations pass up this 
opportunity to say why their organization matters in favor of 
talking about themselves.

A second common mistake in writing a Vision Statement is a 
surprising reluctance on the part of arts organizations to think 
expansively and idealistically about the future. Instead, we get 
a somewhat prosaic description of current activities. Here’s an 
example of what I mean:

The ________ Arts Council strives to be a model arts 
organization successfully supporting, partnering, and 
collaborating with others committed to the arts.

Nice enough words, but hardly motivationally aspirational or 
idealistic. The type of thinking and language required for a 
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truly idealistic vision is often viewed, even by arts leaders, as 
“soft” and therefore of lesser value than the more quantifiably 
measurable values of fiscal stability or organizational growth. 
But our role as arts leaders must be to expansively imagine a 
different world and commit our organization to its realization. 
It’s one of the reasons the Vision of Heart of LA quoted above 
is so powerful. They dare to dream of a world that from today’s 
perspective seems wildly unrealistic. It is the purpose of any 
arts organization to imagine something more than just the 
current “achievable” reality. Artists strive to venture into the 
unknown toward an unimagined future. Shouldn’t we be as 
aspirational in our Vision as the artists who are at the core of 
our work?

At Yerba Buena Center for the Arts (YBCA), following the 
economic crash in 2008 and our subsequent efforts to reimagine 
our organization for a changing world, we knew we needed to 
rethink our Vision. For several years, we had been operating 
as a “contemporary arts center grounded in the San Francisco 
community” as a sort of shorthand understanding of why we 
were there. We also colloquially thought of ourselves as “the 
people’s arts center” as a way of distinguishing ourselves from 
larger, more “elitist” institutions. We had an aspiration to “place 
contemporary art at the heart of community life,” which was our 
Vision at the time. The financial crisis, however, motivated us to 
believe that it was time not to contract, but to think more boldly 
and expansively.

We formed a diverse group of staff and Board and spent a 
daylong retreat working on writing a Vision Statement. We laid 
out all the programs we were currently engaged in; we talked 
about what we wanted to do, what we couldn’t do, what we 
didn’t want to do. We talked about the world and our community; 
what we were lacking as a society and what we wanted to 
change about that society. People talked about the world they 
imagined for themselves, for their children, for their culture 
and community. We had dozens of exciting, passionate, and 
yes, often contradictory ideas, which all served as the basis for 
moving to the next step. Based on what we had imagined and 
could imagine, we thought about a vision for our world, with 
YBCA as an active and vital force in it. All of us, in one way or 
another, wanted YBCA to “change the world,” making us more 
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human, more compassionate, and more relevant than we had 
ever been. It was a vital and enriching conversation.

With all these thoughts and ideas on the table, we began 
working to distill our thinking down into one phrase or sentence 
that we could all live with. While I do not necessarily subscribe 
to the idea that a Vision statement should be only one sentence, 
there can be something bracing in trying to distill complex 
thinking into “just the right words.” But there is also value in a 
longer, more descriptive statement like the Heart of LA vision. 
It was late afternoon; there were large pieces of paper covered 
with words everywhere. We were floundering to find the exact 
right ones – not because there was disagreement necessarily, 
but because we had so many ideas up on the wall, all of them 
worthy and important. The continuing conversation narrowed 
down some ideas, but we still had not found the flash of 
inspiration, the phrase that would dramatically articulate our 
vision. Then, one of our quieter members suggested: “YBCA 
revolutionizes how the world engages with contemporary art 
and ideas.” That one seemed to hit the mark.

Before we were able to get to full consensus though, we had 
extensive discussion about two specific words in this Vision. 
One was “revolutionizes.” Some argued that this was too radical, 
that revolutions usually do not end well, that incremental 
change is also good, etc. The second controversial word was 
“world,” and there was strong sentiment for changing it to “San 
Francisco” or “the Bay Area” or “our community.” We were, after 
all, a relatively small, locally grounded arts organization. How 
could we presume to change the world, let alone revolutionize 
it? For the next 30 minutes or so, we haggled over words, but it 
became clear that we were haggling over something bigger than 
just the words. Were we ready to “put a stake in the ground” that 
was this audacious? Did we dare to aspire to such an expansive 
Vision?

My strategy as a leader at times like these is to let the 
conversation continue and strive to find a synthesis of points of 
view – a consensus that would work for everyone. By allowing 
an extended conversation, people were forced to articulate why 
they did, or did not, want a particular word or phrase. It also 
ensures that no one feels unheard, left out, or silenced. People 
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who might initially be thinking small get a chance to expand 
their thinking as the conversation unfolds.

We had designed the group to ensure that we would have 
several articulate, passionate people in the room who could 
share that passion with more reticent participants. Eventually, 
consensus emerged as people became more comfortable with 
the words, as they “lived with them” for a bit. There were still 
people not completely comfortable with the statement, but 
ultimately everyone went along. Additionally, a key tactic for 
conversations like these was our commitment to return to the 
conversation in another year, to check in and see if people were 
still feeling good about the decision.

Through this process of arriving at a Vision statement, we 
engaged the tough issues of both why we existed and what 
impact we wanted to create in the world. We had an energizing 
and important discussion; we settled on what really mattered to 
us and why the organization mattered to the world. The session 
was also a “community builder” for our organization. With Board, 
staff, and donors in a room working intensely together to talk 
about a “big issue,” the participants felt more connected to each 
other and more passionate and committed to the organization. 
In the end, as important as the statement is in its own right, the 
process of getting there is even more crucial to an organization’s 
health and sustainability.

This experience with YBCA mirrors what I have seen happen 
in similar Vision writing sessions with other arts organizations. 
Yes, there are always the “realists” in the group, determined 
to pull everyone back to earth. But I’ve found that when given 
the chance to “think big,” most people will want to go there. 
Sometimes they just need permission to rise to the challenge. 
In the end, a Vision is not a Vision if it doesn’t make us a little 
intimidated, if it doesn’t have at least a bit of presumption in 
it, and if it doesn’t make us swallow hard at its boldness and 
daring. The other four Foundational Documents all exist in 
service of making progress toward the Vision, the ideal to which 
we strive. If you get the Vision right, the other four will likely 
emerge organically and far more easily.

Here are a few other sample Visions that I believe succeed 
as ideal-driven aspirations. They think big, they describe 
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an idealized vision of the community, and they inspire the 
organization to action.

Long Beach Landmark Theater Company envisions a more 
connected and compassionate world realized through the 
transformative power of creating and sharing theatrical 
experiences. (Long Beach Landmark Theater, 2021, Figure 6.3)

Kronos envisions a world that celebrates and perpetuates the 
musical voices of all people and cultures, primarily through 
the medium of live performances that seek to advance 
education, social justice, and personal enrichment. (Kronos 
Performing Arts Association, 2022)

The Apollo Theater envisions a new American canon centered 
on contributions to the performing arts by artists of the 
African diaspora, in America and beyond. (Apollo Theater, 
Harlem, New York City, 2021)

MISSION

The poor Mission statement has been asked to do too much for 
too long. It’s supposed to inspire the organization, describe what 

Figure 6.3 The historic First Congregational Church of Long Beach, home to the 
Long Beach Landmark Theater. Photo by James Carhart. Courtesy Long Beach 
Landmark Theater Company
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he organization does, who it serves, and contextualize artistic 
choices – all distilled into a single sentence. Luckily, with five 
Foundational Documents, we can take some of the pressure 
off the Mission and allow it to do what it does best: provide a 
short, comprehensive statement of purpose. The Mission simply 
needs to describe what we do and for whom. Where the Vision is 
aspirational, even abstract, the Mission can be concrete, direct, 
and clear about organizational design and purpose. Here are 
some examples that I think do that quite well:

Versa-Style Dance Company seeks to empower underserved 
and marginalized groups worldwide through the movement 
and culture of Hip Hop dance by creating groundbreaking 
concert dance works that represent messages of diversity, 
inclusion, and equity both on stage and within our 
communities (Versa-Style Dance Company 2022)

Deeply rooted in our local Beverly Hills community and 
influenced by cultural change, the Wallis Annenberg 
Center for the Performing Arts, a public-private partnership 
with the City of Beverly Hills, strives to be a site for 
the convergence of relevant, dynamic performing arts, 
education, and civic life, strengthening our local and global 
community in our role as a presenter, producer, educator, 
and community resource (Wallis Center for the Performing 
Arts, 2022)

Bridge to Everywhere celebrates cultural diversity by 
bringing people together to experience interwoven musical 
traditions so as to foster a more inclusive society (Bridge to 
Everywhere 2022).

One important task each of these statements accomplishes is to 
differentiate the organization from other similar organizations. 
Reading these Mission statements gives you a very clear idea of 
what the organization does, for whom, and what need it fulfills.

It’s tempting in developing a Mission to go into a lengthy list 
of all the things the organization does. There is no need for this, 
especially since programs can, and should, change over time as 
the organization makes progress toward its Vision. It’s good to 
describe the Mission in an open-ended manner to allow for this 
potential program change, to make room for ideas and projects 
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to emerge that adhere to the parameters articulated in the 
Mission.

A phrase that has emerged in recent years, often viewed 
as an organizational flaw, is “Mission creep.” This is the idea 
that the organization has somehow drifted offtrack to pursue 
programs or potential revenue streams unrelated to its mission. 
My view is that Mission creep is not, de facto, a bad thing. It can 
have a positive effect on the organization that is evolving as 
circumstances change. This can happen in different ways.

Sometimes Mission creep occurs unconsciously. In the process 
of presenting our usual programs, we see and respond to new 
opportunities. Imagine that you are a symphony orchestra 
dedicated to the western European classical music canon. 
You have the opportunity to bring in a guest conductor who 
will play the expected repertoire but also wants to perform a 
contemporary piece of popular music. Reluctantly you say yes 
(“it’s not really part of our Mission”) and it goes very well. You 
receive lots of positive feedback, and before long you are doing 
even more contemporary work. Mission creep? Or a sign that it is 
time to change the Mission?

Another example is when we tell ourselves that a new program 
or direction is related to the Mission but is, in fact, deviating 
from it. You are an ensemble theater company dedicated to the 
repertory system, and the audience is excited to see the same 
actors performing multiple roles. You bring in a guest artist and 
the reaction is tremendously positive, so you think, “Well, it’s not 
that different from what we have been doing. And the actor’s fame 
did help increase sales.” So, you do it again the next season and 
the season after that. And seeing the success of this model, you 
begin to think maybe you were misguided about the repertory 
model. Actors are happy as they have more flexibility to take 
other roles elsewhere, and audiences are happy to see new faces. 
Mission creep? Or a sign that it is time to revise the Mission?

A third example is when you make a deliberate, planned 
decision to pursue a program or idea that you know full well 
is outside of the current Mission. In cases where you feel your 
Mission may be starting to outgrow its usefulness, this choice 
can represent an innovation, an excursion into a new way 
of thinking or working. You are a classical ballet company, 
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and while the full-length ballets are doing well, the repertory 
programs are not. You make a deliberate decision to explore 
forms of dance outside of ballet. You bring in a hip-hop dance 
company as a guest company one season to see what response 
you get. The response from the community is strong, so you 
begin thinking of ways to diversify the ballet company as well 
as its repertory. You keep the story ballets because they are 
popular classics that attract a dedicated audience. But you 
expand your other offerings to reach audiences who might never 
attend the ballet at all. You do this because your Vision is to 
make dance central to the community, and you can’t do that with 
just one form. Mission creep? Or time to change the Mission?

Looked at from another perspective, Mission creep could be 
called adaptation, modification, innovation, and experimentation: 
an attempt by the company to expand, diversify, or otherwise 
adjust its Mission in response to external changes. We like to 
think that these innovations are all carefully designed and 
well planned. Sometimes they are. But sometimes they occur 
organically or even serendipitously, over time and almost 
without us realizing it – they “creep” up on us. Our goal is to be 
a dynamic organizational ecosystem. Missions are not etched 
in stone; they are simply descriptors of what you do, for now, as 
you work toward your Vision.

Changing the Mission statement should be a deliberate choice, 
even if the process that got you to that point was not. Organic 
change that emerges from action is as good, if not better, than 
our carefully preplanned changes. In a resilient and sustainable 
organization, consideration and reconsideration of the Mission 
is an ongoing process informed by your activities and what you 
see happening around you.

CORE VALUES

Core Values are the guiding moral, ethical, and definitive 
principles for all the actions that an organization takes. They 
exert an active influence on organizational behavior, providing 
direction on how we create the work and make decisions for 
the organization. The Vision is the “why” and the Mission is the 
“what;” the values are the standard or principles that guide us. 
They are, in a sense, the guardrails for the organization’s work.
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This can be difficult for arts organizations because we 
often confuse core values with artistic values. While both are 
extremely important, core organizational values are tied to the 
organization as a whole, whereas artistic values more rightly 
belong in the next document, “Artistic Intent.” With Core Values, 
we are dealing with the principles that guide our behavior and 
our actions as an organization.

Core Values are usually approached through two 
complementary but different frameworks. The first is our 
commitment to ethical or behavioral values like honesty, 
transparency, integrity, etc. It’s important to have these as part 
of your Foundational Documents, especially in the contemporary 
world where we see an appalling disregard for the imperative 
of ethical behavior throughout our societies. That should not be 
us. We might wish we did not have to insert values like honesty, 
integrity, and respect for others in our values statements – 
we might believe these should be a given. But in the current 
environment, it is absolutely necessary for arts leaders and arts 
organizations to claim an ethical leadership position, something 
that seems to elude many others. The social movements of the 
current moment (#MeToo, #BlackLivesMatter, #TimesUp, etc.) are 
about social justice, but they are also a response to egregious 
individual behavior that is actually systemic. Arts leaders must 
retake the ethical high ground in their work and their behavior.

A second framework for thinking about an organization’s 
core values is more organizationally and programmatically 
focused. These could include specific organizational principles 
like commitments to internal collaboration, or a nonhierarchical 
approach to organizational design, or salary equity among 
employees, for example. They could also include more externally 
focused principles like commitment to social change, addressing 
historical inequities in programs and personnel, eradicating 
racism, and similar ideas that might be more aspirational in 
nature. These important values also deserve a place in your 
Foundational Documents. In order to effectively guide your work, 
they must be discussed, developed, shared, and most importantly 
lived by the organization, its leaders, and its stakeholders.

Whether they are moral/ethical values, organizational/
program values, or some combination of the two, as Core Values 
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they are principles so intrinsic to the idea of the organization 
that if they were to be breached or altered, the organization 
would no longer be the same. They must be fundamental to our 
organizational identity and permeate everything we do.

The events of 2020 revealed the crisis of Core Values 
within arts organizations as the social justice movements of 
#BlackLivesMatter and others produced a rush of “statements of 
support” from institutions who suddenly realized that they had 
nothing in their organizational definition that illuminated their 
commitment to Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion (DEI). It was fair 
to say, as many did, “If you don’t even say it, and we don’t see it 
in your actions, your sudden claim to a commitment to DEI rings 
hollow.”

In addition to these hastily crafted statements of support, arts 
organizations put together training sessions for their staff and 
revisited their programs to produce and present more works by 
women and people of color, trying to make up for lost time and 
opportunity. While it was gratifying to see this burst of activity, 
it was also deeply disheartening for what it revealed about the 
entrenched racism, unconscious (or conscious) bias, and weak 
commitments to equity and social justice that characterize much 
of the world of the arts. It also signaled a change in the zeitgeist: 
social justice concerns could no longer be ignored. Along with 
businesses, governments, and educational institutions, arts 
organizations need to be at the forefront of addressing the 
historic racism and social inequities that are endemic not only to 
the United States but to other societies around the globe as well.

A Core Value of “commitment to social justice” might mean 
that we not only produce and present artworks that drive 
toward social justice, but also that we have an aggressive policy 
of recruiting and hiring people who have been historically 
excluded from our organization or art form, that we have a 
practice of socially responsible investing, that we serve as a 
sanctuary for undocumented immigrants, and more. If these are 
indeed Core Values, then they must be the lens through which 
we view everything we do as an organization, fortifying our 
actions and decision-making on all levels and in all areas of the 
organization. They are not just flowery words or a project that 
we work on from time to time.
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I push organizations to have as vigorous a conversation about 
Core Values as they do about Vision. I also urge them to settle on 
a few Core Values that are truly definitional for the organization 
and to ensure that they are authentically synchronous with the 
other Foundational Documents. Following are two examples 
from arts organizations that give some idea of what I am driving 
at. You will note that they are longer and more explanatory 
than just the single word. I worked with the leaders of both of 
these organizations, urging them to take this approach in order 
to achieve a degree of specificity that a single word does not 
provide.

Long Beach Landmark Theater Company Core Values

Love - We create theatre from the heart of Long Beach. We are 
established on a foundation of love for the art form, the 
people that create it, and the people we create it for.

Service - We are dedicated to actively contributing to the 
welfare and well-being of our artists, audiences, and 
community.

Community - We build and nurture a diverse and inclusive 
internal community of artists, technicians, and volunteers 
who collaborate to create artistic experiences that 
reach, reflect, transform, and benefit our surrounding 
communities.

Excellence - We are committed to creating musical theatre and 
theatrical productions of high artistic quality. We proudly 
engage artists and technicians of the highest caliber and 
provide a challenging and satisfying environment in which 
to create and excel.

Social Justice - We are dedicated to creating change through 
artistic and organizational practices that embrace justice, 
equity, diversity, and inclusion. We believe in creating 
theatre that illuminates the human condition, allowing 
audiences to access the empathy, connection, and 
understanding necessary for social transformation.
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Wallis Center for the Performing Arts

We approach our work with the pioneering creative spirit of 
Beverly Hills and greater Los Angeles, while also recognizing 
that we live in a multicultural, ever-changing world and that 
we will face continuous challenges. We navigate that changing 
world guided by the following core values:

Trust: We believe that trust among our fellow humans is a core 
tenet of our ability to accomplish our mission and vision and 
we are committed to building that trust among staff, Board, 
audiences, artists, and the community. Inherent in this trust 
is a generosity of spirit towards each other, a commitment to 
behaving with integrity, and respect for the views of those 
with whom we disagree.

Artistic Courage: We believe freedom of artistic expression is 
essential for our work. Artists and Wallis staff need to feel 
safe and supported in generating and sharing bold and 
provocative work. While everyone has a right to dislike any 
particular work, such views shall not be used to censor or 
inhibit future programming.

Enlightenment: We value innovation and ambition, allowing us 
to take on the challenge of bold work that will advance our 
mission and vision. We strive to provide opportunities to feel, 
to think, to provoke, and to dream together.

Cooperation: We believe our best work comes though teamwork, 
trust, and the ability to work together in pursuit of our 
mission.

Communication: We believe the key to effective communication 
is the art of listening --, considering and taking seriously 
all points of view. We embrace diverse voices and respect 
all points of view, even if we disagree. Our goal is to create 
human connectedness through meaningful shared arts 
experiences. Our marketing and community engagement will 
enable our goal of creating meaningful ongoing relationships 
with our audiences and community.
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Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion: We respect, honor, commit to 
and celebrate the full range of diverse backgrounds, abilities, 
identities, and orientations that comprise our community, 
our country and our world. We are committed to equity; 
to deliberately elevating the voices of those who have not 
always been heard, using the platform we have to give voice 
to marginalized groups. We hope our audiences will mirror 
the wonderful diversity of our local community and our 
region.

Accountability: We recognize that we have been and continue 
to be entrusted with the public’s resources and revenue. 
We will be responsible stewards of these resources and 
transparent about how they are deployed in pursuit of our 
mission. We will strive to balance essential artistic risk with 
fiscal prudence.

Among the plethora of social justice/anti-racist statements that 
have emerged since 2020, here is one from the Broad Stage 
in Santa Monica, California, that is particularly good. What 
makes this one strong is its specificity and its call to action. By 
enumerating not just what they believe but what they will do, 
they create a powerful accountability framework. Clearly this is 
a Core Value for the organization.

BroadStage, Santa Monica, California

Responsibility and Action in the Pursuit of Racial Justice

The deaths of George Floyd, Breonna Taylor, Ahmaud Arbery, 
Rayshard Brooks, the countless that came before and those still 
being identified make it impossible for us to turn away from the 
systemic racism and institutionalized oppression that plague the 
United States and have since before our founding, Black Lives 
Matter.

We will continue to show solidarity and demonstrate insistence 
with each action we take, from the artists we present to the staff 
we employ and the company we keep. It is our responsibility to 
advance racial equity and to help end oppression of all kinds in 
our immediate community and beyond.
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Art and artists are essential to creating a more just world, 
where bias and prejudice are tragedies of the past. It is our 
commitment to amplify the stories, perspectives, reflections, and 
protests of the unheard, the oppressed, and the silenced as we 
help move our nation toward an equitable and inclusive society.

As a campus citizen of Santa Monica College, one of the most 
progressive, diverse, and accessible educational institutions in 
the country, we at The Broad Stage take direct inspiration from 
our environment by seeking to represent, engage, and learn 
from the full spectrum of our community.

As we face these challenging times, full of frustration, anger, 
grief, and loss, our promise is to listen deeply and come forward 
with meaningful experiences that build consciousness, create 
empathy, and move us all forward.

There is an unmistakable urgency to this moment. Our nation 
has reached its tipping point. We stand united against racism 
and oppression and will fight with dignity and integrity for 
a brighter future. We commit ourselves to a daily practice of 
acknowledging the truth about our nation’s past, accepting 
responsibility for what has never changed and taking the 
actions necessary to make those changes.

ARTISTIC INTENT

When I began my career as a performing arts presenter in 
1982 at the Town Hall Arts Center in Littleton, Colorado, I 
quickly learned that the measures of success in our field were 
attendance, number of tickets sold, and a balanced budget. 
The conversations I had with colleagues and the workshops 
I attended as a new presenter were largely focused on these 
financial issues, and we only occasionally talked about art and 
artists except in relation to their popularity or salability. Indeed, 
I met many “old school” presenters who considered it a point 
of pride that they almost never engaged directly with artists. 
Their conversations were with artist managers instead and 
tended to center on scheduling and contracts. I was taken aback 
by the lack of conversation about art and presenters’ general 
reluctance to discuss the artistic intent of their organization.
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In 1990, George Thorn and Nello McDaniel published The 
Workpapers One: Rethinking and Reconstructing the Arts 
Organization. This book introduced the concept that an 
arts organization should have an “aesthetic core.” McDaniel 
and Thorn suggest that every arts organization needs to 
determine “the artistic point of view, the vehicle by which 
an organization realizes its philosophy. The aesthetic core is 
not the choice of plays, dance, or music to be performed. It is 
the context in which these choices are made” (McDaniel and 
Thorn, p.51).

Here was the concept I’d been seeking, which had eluded 
me since entering the presenting field. While McDaniel and 
Thorn were applying the aesthetic core concept to producing 
organizations, to me it seemed relevant to presenters as well. 
I began to use it in my own work. A few years ago, I shifted 
away from the term Aesthetic Core and started using the term 
Artistic Intent as the fourth of the recommended Foundational 
Documents.

I define Artistic Intent, just as McDaniel and Thorn do, as the 
organization’s artistic point of view. In some ways, it is the arts-
specific Mission, the document that clearly sets out the artistic 
purpose of the organization, but it is also a values statement – 
declaring the artistic values of the organization. As with the 
other documents, the point of view often arises that this is 
superfluous, that everyone associated with the organization 
already knows it, and therefore so does the “general public.” A 
closer look at most arts organizations, however, reveals that they 
are often much more complex in their artistry and their artistic 
intent than the name implies. The Kronos Quartet is a string 
quartet, so naturally, we think, they must play string quartet 
music. But anyone who knows Kronos knows their repertoire 
ranges well beyond traditional western classical music for string 
quartets. New Opera West is an opera company for sure, but 
their artistic vision is centered around nontraditional ways of 
creating and producing opera. Their productions don’t look at all 
like some of their larger brethren in the opera field. Their Artistic 
Intent is:
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To create new operatic compositions that vary in form, from 
the experimental to the traditional, and to give each individual 
artist a voice in the development of the collective work.

(New Opera West, 2022)

In the case of the Apollo Theater (Figure 6.4), a legendary 
venue, it would seem that their Artistic Intent was self-
evident. “Everyone” knows what they present at the Apollo! 
But not necessarily. Like all multidisciplinary performing 
arts organization, the Apollo Theater has a particular need 
to establish a specific artistic intent. Multidisciplinary 
organizations are too often expected to present anything and 
everything. That smorgasbord approach to curating serves 
neither the organization nor the community with its lack of 
definition and amorphous artistic sensibility. Developing a 
specific Artistic Intent defines for everyone, internally and 
externally, what exactly the organization stands for artistically 
– what we can expect to see from the organization and, just 
as importantly, what they will not present. The Artistic Intent 
deserves the same amount of thought and rigor that is applied 
to Vision, Mission, and Values. Here is what the Apollo came 
up with:

The Apollo’s institutional artistic vision and performance 
programs are grounded in the following:

• Celebrates and re-envisions the Apollo’s and Harlem’s legacy 
in a more forward-looking, contemporary way

• Creates a forum for emerging artists and curators

• Supports new directions for mid-career and established artists

• Develops and presents new and cutting edge multi-
disciplinary work

• Values culturally diverse artists and audiences

• Promotes an intimate and engaged experience for audiences

Discussions around Artistic Intent can be defining experiences 
for the organization and the people working in and with 
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it. I very often found that even Board members had only a 
vague idea of the artistic direction of the organization they 
were supporting, instead reducing it to what was familiar 
to them about the art being created or presented. In many 
organizations, discussing artistic direction in an open session 
can be a sensitive topic, as the Artistic Director usually 
jealously guards their control over artistic decision-making 
and any discussion of programming makes them nervous that 
they will be forced into “programming by committee.” But the 
Artistic Intent statement defines direction, it does not make 
specific programming choices, and engaging in a conversation 
about the artistic direction in which we are headed will 
only strengthen the core identity of the organization. These 
conversations also turn Board and staff into more robust 
stakeholders, who can provide additional support for the 
Artistic Director, especially when and if “controversial” artistic 

Figure 6.4 The Marquee of the Apollo Theater in Harelm, New York City. Photo by 
Shahar Azran. Courtesy Apollo Theater
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choices are made. As external ambassadors, Board or staff 
members are often tasked with explaining the Artistic Intent 
of the organization to donors and public. Full engagement 
in that conversation maximizes their ability to advocate for 
the organization, even if decision-making still rests with the 
Artistic Director. Moreover, being engaged in conversations 
around artistic direction will keep them more personally 
engaged and insures their deeper commitment to the 
sustainability of the organization.

Like the Mission, the Artistic Intent also can change over 
time. And just as Mission drift is not always a bad thing, neither 
is a changing Artistic Intent. I encourage organizations to 
periodically examine their Artistic Intent and decide if they 
want to continue in this direction or not. An artistic shift 
can, and probably should, occur when there is a change in 
artistic leadership; the artistic vision of one director might 
be very different from that of another. In the best cases, this 
revisiting is done deliberately and synchronously with the 
other Foundational Documents so that the full organizational 
integrity remains. Artistic Intent, Vision, Mission, and Values 
are all critical, interrelated, and mutually dependent parts of the 
organizational ecosystem.

COMMUNITY CONTEXT

Over the past few decades, it has been instructive to see the 
changing nature of the relationship of the arts organization to 
its community. When I first began working in 1982, we were 
coming to the end of the “If we do it and it’s excellent, audiences 
will attend” era, characterized by the assumption that great 
art itself would carry the day. One critique I received from the 
Town Hall Arts Center Board was that the reason so few people 
were coming to our performances was not because we were a 
new organization and they had allotted no money to promote 
what we were doing, but because I wasn’t making the right 
artistic choices for our community. If I had picked the right 
artists, they thought, audiences would materialize. Even as a 
neophyte, I could see that this was an unrealistic expectation. 
The ascendance of marketing as a necessity for reaching the 
community had already begun.
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By the mid-1980s, nonprofit arts organizations were 
aggressively borrowing and adapting for-profit marketing 
strategies to their work, and while this definitely made a 
difference in attendance at arts events, it had its limitations 
as well. There are some specific reasons for this. First, as arts 
organizations, we present and produce time-based ephemeral 
experiences that were created for reasons other than their 
ability to generate revenue. In the classic marketing construction 
of the “Four P’s” – Price, Product, Promotion, and Place – our 
product was not going to be changed to meet consumers’ 
desires, at least not easily and willingly. Whereas businesses 
will redesign the product if that’s what people want, artists are 
engaged in a different activity altogether. Additionally, a good 
deal of art is made to challenge or even provoke the audience/
consumer, not soothe them or please them in the way of many 
consumer products. Nonetheless, we believed that if somehow 
we could communicate the wondrousness of the art we were 
producing through a sophisticated marketing campaign, people 
would buy it. Thus began the era of glossy brochures, extensive 
direct mail postcard campaigns, beautifully designed print ads, 
and exciting television commercials – expensive strategies that 
definitely made a difference but often not enough to be worth 
their cost. A challenging performance piece or one that is not 
well known to large numbers of people is rarely able to generate 
an audience through “effective marketing.”

Price is another one of the P’s that causes problems for arts 
organizations, as we often cannot adjust the price to reflect the 
actual cost of producing the performance, never mind the costs 
of overhead, marketing, and promotion. If we did, tickets would 
soar to an unreasonable level even for the most committed 
lovers of the art. Many organizations have accessibility as one 
of their core values and are therefore committed to keeping their 
ticket prices at the lowest possible level. No for-profit business 
does that. While a for-profit company can invest heavily in 
marketing and adjust prices accordingly, with some hope of an 
expected return on that investment, most arts organizations 
cannot.

Organizations still spend significant portions of their budgets 
on marketing. But other strategies needed to evolve in order to 
grow our audiences, so by the 1990s, “outreach” and “audience 
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development” became a priority. Outreach meant literally 
“reaching out” to those who were not part of our current 
audience, using nontraditional methodologies to “bring the art 
to the people.” We would send string quartets to play in the 
lunchroom of a local business, have artists do promotional 
appearances at malls and other places of business, and send 
artists to perform in schools and community centers for 
“underserved” populations, all with the intent of enticing them to 
buy tickets to attend these performances at our theater. But this 
strategy was also limited in its effectiveness.

We learned, for example, that often the populations to whom 
we were “reaching out” had their own arts organizations 
and meaningful arts experiences and were put off by our 
presumption that they were “underserved” and needed to 
be “reached.” Similarly, “audience development” efforts still 
prioritized the needs of the organization over those of the 
community we were seeking to “develop.” Education programs, 
preshow talks, program notes, and more were all designed 
to get you to come see the art we had selected, to join our 
club of arts lovers. We believed that once someone “got” the 
art, they would come back for more. Too often, our audience 
development was focused on talking at or selling to the 
community rather than listening and responding to their needs 
and desires.

Eventually, community engagement emerged out of audience 
development, and at last we were beginning to get the 
idea. Community engagement meant that we were focused 
on the community as a community, not simply as a potential 
audience. Community engagement meant arts organizations 
finding ways to weave themselves into the life of the community, 
to be seen as active community members concerned with and 
working on issues related to the quality of life in our community –  
poverty, crime, education, gentrification – both in and out of the 
theater.

These community engagement efforts took many forms. On the 
most basic level, we joined business associations, we marched 
in holiday parades, we hosted political forums (though usually 
just about arts issues), and some of us participated more directly 
as volunteers in community organizations. But the real shift was 
when we began to see the art itself as a community building 
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process and began exploring ways to engage communities 
directly in the work of performing artists.

Some artists have been creating community-based work for 
many years: performances developed by knowing, listening 
to, and working in communities, then engaging them directly 
in the creation of the work itself. Liz Lerman’s “The Hallelujah 
Project,” which we were able to produce while I was at 
UApresents in Tucson, Arizona, was one such project. Over 
a span of many months, Liz made visits to Tucson to meet 
with a variety of different faith-based communities, few of 
whom had ever attended a performance at the University of 
Arizona’s Centennial Hall, the primary performance space of 
UApresents. Liz and her company would interview members of 
each community and engage them in listening, in conversation, 
and in the choreographic development of the piece. Those 
conversations and workshops led to members of these 
communities performing in the piece as they share their own 
stories. When the final performance occurred, our theater 
was filled with people who had never been there before. They 
were there because the artists had gone to their community, 
engaged them in the creative process and put their stories on 
the stage.

Dan Froot is another artist who has taken the idea of 
community engagement to a radically new level with a recent 
project, Pang! (Froot, 2017; Figure 6.5).

Concerned about the discrepancy between the enormous 
wealth in the United Sates and the significant number of 
people living with food insecurity, Dan spent several years 
exploring the impact of this sociocultural phenomenon and 
how it might be addressed with integrity through a community-
based artistic process. After producing a prototype in Santa 
Monica, California, he decided to focus his attention on three 
cities: Los Angeles, California; Cedar Rapids, Iowa; and Miami, 
Florida. Over a period of three years, he made several visits to 
each community, meeting with the performing arts presenters 
there who helped him establish relationships with the various 
nonprofit agencies working on issues of hunger and food 
insecurity. Through these partnerships, he was able to develop 
relationships with families in each site whose stories he 
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developed, with their consent and participation, into live radio 
plays. Why radio plays? He explained:

I want our audiences to feel as if they are “between the ears” 
of our family narrators. Performing the plays live in theaters 
allows us to expose the storytelling process, engaging the 
audience on a deeper level. I am fascinated by old-fashioned 
live sound effects, which often involve actions and objects 
that don’t correspond visually with their aural effect. These 
sensory dislocations present rich opportunities for jarring 
and poetic associations.

I believe life-stories have the power to dispel fear, challenge 
one’s values, and inspire compassion. I want to understand, 
from street-level, forces that come between the world’s 
abundance and so many of the people in our midst. There 
is urgency in the impulse to tell these particular stories. 
Bringing diverse groups of people together to listen to each 
others’ stories is surely an end in itself.

(Froot, 2017)

Dan is currently at work on a new piece, using a similar approach, 
entitled “Arms Across America” that looks at the impact of gun 
violence on individuals and communities across the United States.

Figure 6.5 Natalie Camunas, Donna Simone Johnson and Christopher Rivas, 
Performers in “Pang.” Photo by Will O’Loughlin. Courtesy Dan Froot
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These are just two examples of performance projects created 
by artists that connect with community by going outside of 
the theater and discovering what matters to the people in the 
community, then devising ways to fully engage them with the 
art. In projects like this, community members begin to feel 
embraced by and invested in the work of the arts organization. 
When the community becomes part of the artistic process, arts 
organizations are also able to shift their intentions away from the 
typical arts attendee demographic (middle aged, middle class, 
and usually white) and engage with the entire community.

It was against this backdrop that I decided it was time 
to incorporate the idea of “Community Context” into the 
Foundational Documents. Much as the Artistic Intent speaks 
to your artistic direction, the Community Context establishes 
the framework of the community within which you work. This 
is made even more important if the obvious geographical 
community is not necessarily the primary community that 
you wish to serve. At YBCA, we embarked on an artistic and 
organizational mission to establish ourselves in the context 
of a global community of arts innovators. We joined national 
and international consortiums of organizations similar to 
ours to ensure that we were knowledgeable about what was 
happening in the world and that we participated – through 
commissioning and presenting – in the global circulation of 
contemporary performance work. Once we started working with 
the various tech start-ups in our community, we expanded our 
community context even further to encompass “creatives” of all 
types who were exploring the boundaries of possibility in their 
fields, just as we were in the arts world. We connected with 
our counterparts in Jakarta, Mumbai, Manila, Seoul, Nairobi, 
Johannesburg, Mexico City, and multiple other locations in 
Europe, Africa, Latin America and Asia in addition to cites in 
the United States. Our community context was a global one and 
we sought to provide a platform for artists of the Bay Area to 
engage in a dialogue with these global communities as well. But 
we also had more localized aims: to reach deeply into the local 
community and the various populations that comprise the Bay 
Area, understand what their needs were, what their indigenous 
cultural expressions were, and sought to create linkages among 
the local and the global.
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In 2012, YBCA launched a program that enabled us to serve as 
facilitators between artists and some specific local communities: 
immigrants from East Africa, from Central America, and from 
the Philippines who had settled into enclaves in the Bay Area. 
In each case, we spent several months building relationships 
through multiple approaches. We visited and created 
relationships with social service organizations, cultural centers, 
drop-in afterschool programs, and local small businesses like 
coffee shops and restaurants to discover what their priorities 
were and what mattered to them. We then talked with them 
about what artists might be of interest to them, focusing on 
artists who were willing and able to spend time with the 
community to build a work of art together. In essence, we took 
the approach favored by artists like Liz Lerman, becoming the 
catalyst to connect artists and communities around ideas that 
were driven by the community members themselves. The project 
was not about getting them to buy tickets to our shows. Instead, 
we deliberately shifted away from the transactional model and 
into one of community organizing and community development 
through the arts.

More recently, arts organizations have become interested 
in civic engagement and “creative placemaking” – a strategy 
for physically and artistically embedding the arts into the life 
of the community – indicating a growing awareness of the 
need for arts organizations to also be community organizers, 
participants, and even activists. Despite this growing trend, it 
isn’t easy to find examples of community context statements as 
organizational definers, as a Foundational Document. This may 
mean that as arts organizations, while there is a good deal of 
community engagement activity occurring, it isn’t yet seen as 
foundational to many organizations’ core idea of themselves; it’s 
still an ancillary program.

Here are some “community contexts” from arts organizations 
that may not have been specifically labeled as such, but give 
some idea of their thoughts in relation to the communities they 
serve:

The Bellingham Chamber Chorale serves classical and 
contemporary music lovers of all types throughout the greater 
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Bellingham and western Washington community, both 
individuals who love and/or perform choral music and those 
who have not yet discovered its joys.

(Bellingham Chamber Chorale, 2017)

The Anchorage Concert Association understands its role 
within Alaska generally and specifically the city of Anchorage 
as both a source of civic engagement and as a leader in 
creating a vibrant and healthy city and state. Anchorage’s 
strength is that it has one of the most diverse populations in 
the United States, one that is undergoing continuous change 
and growth. ACA seeks to find ways serve this vibrant and 
dynamic public. Our role as the state’s largest performing arts 
presenter demands that we work creatively with communities 
from around the state to bring the transformational power of 
the live performing arts well beyond south-central Alaska to 
the further reaches of our state and beyond.

(Anchorage Concert Association, 2021)

Long Beach Landmark Theatre Company serves greater 
Long Beach, surrounding areas, and the numerous 
communities that comprise these areas. We seek to be 
accessible to fans of theatre and those who have never 
experienced live performance, especially those who are not 
traditionally reached by theatre companies. We welcome 
those artists, audience, and community members who want to 
connect, to be challenged to think and feel in new ways, and 
those looking for a place to belong.

(Long Beach Landmark Theater Company, 2022)

CONCLUSION

Vision, Mission, Values, Artistic Intent, and Community Context: 
taken together, these Foundational Documents make up an arts 
organization’s identity. They describe the ideology and purpose 
of the organization. They are the organizational anchor, but they 
should never be the organizational albatross. Like the world in 
which we now operate, they need to be dynamic and adaptable 
to meet the current and future needs of the community and the 
organization. In an ecosystemic sense of understanding the arts 



Foundational Documents for Arts and Cultural Organizations 145

organization, they are also symbiotic, working together to create 
the living entity of the arts organism.

I am often asked, “Who are we writing these for?” and “Should 
they be on our website or are these just internal documents?” 
Given my belief that the conversation to arrive at these 
statements is as necessary and vital as the statement itself, there 
is certainly an internal focus for them. Staff in particular, but 
also Board and other key stakeholders, should be involved in 
their development so that they engender a commitment to the 
organization’s values that can guide decision-making. Making 
your Foundational Documents easily and widely accessible, 
internally and externally, is an act of public declaration that 
helps ensure accountability. Does every staff member have 
them posted somewhere at their work site? Do they headline the 
agenda of every Board and staff meeting? Are they published, 
and easily discovered on your website? 

Even more important is the degree to which the organization 
lives up to their statements.  Are you “walking your talk?” Or 
do these lovely phrases from the planning document have 
only slight relation to what the organization is actually doing? 
Foundational Documents are more than just words; they 
illuminate the organizational identity, and they demand action.

Knowing who we are is the first step toward creating a 
sustainable arts organization. Understanding the contours of the 
changing environment, and assessing how that might affect your 
organization, is the next step, one that requires organizations 
to engage in a systematic observation and analysis of their 
environment as a precursor to action. How to do that is the focus 
of the next chapter.
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The bombing of the World Trade Center in 2001, the global 
financial crisis of 2009, the Arab Spring of 2011, the election of 
a proudly anti-democratic President of the United States in 2016, 
the COVID-19 crisis in 2020, and the killing of George Floyd and 
subsequent uprisings, also in 2020 – these cataclysmic events 
hit with astonishing speed and force, seemingly out of nowhere, 
to remake our world in ways we never imagined. And yet, in 
retrospect, as we more closely examine the circumstances 
that led up to each of them, we realize that there were early 
signals, subtle and not so subtle indications of potential 
disruptions that we may have failed to notice. Perhaps if we 
had been following more closely, we would not have been so 
surprised when the world seemed to change “overnight.” Events 
of this magnitude mark a moment of transformation of our 
environment and require our adaptation to a new and different 
world. And because we were surprised, even shocked, by these 
happenings, we were less prepared to adapt than we might 
otherwise have been.

As with those events of the recent past, there continue to 
be changes occurring in our world that will inevitably and 
necessarily impact and alter the work of arts organizations. 
Given the external forces at work discussed in Chapter 5, it is 
clear that we are working in a tumultuous environment, one in 
which extensive, disruptive change is and will continue to be 
the norm, not the exception. As leaders of arts organizations, 
we need to acknowledge and accept that this is our current and 
future reality. Our ability to foresee and adapt our organizations 
in response to this turbulent environment – by systematically 
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observing, analyzing, and understanding what’s happening 
around us – is one key determinant of our ability to create a 
sustainable arts organization.

Arts leaders who have spent any time at all engaged in 
Strategic Planning are familiar with the role of the SWOT Analysis 
(Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities and Threats) in the 
process. Essentially, the SWOT analysis is designed to ensure that 
whoever comprises the planning team considers the surrounding 
environment before they start setting goals and objectives for the 
future. Strengths and weaknesses are focused on the internal 
organization; opportunities and threats are focused externally. 
It’s a helpful exercise as far as it goes, though my experience 
is that it too often produces relatively mundane assertions. We 
note our strong staff, dedicated Board, financial challenges, 
small audiences, etc. The external analysis is usually even less 
helpful as we note external events happening right now rather 
than seeking out the early signals of change and imagining their 
implication. Similarly, “opportunities” that we note today are likely 
to have “emerged” already and perhaps even passed us by. A 
SWOT analysis is a snapshot of a moment of time and often does 
little to provide insights about the future, which is what we truly 
need as we think about organizational sustainability.

Given the deficiencies of the SWOT analysis, an alternative 
approach to assessing the external environment exists in the 
process of Environmental Scanning (ES). The principle of ES is 
that while observing and noting events happening now, we can 
use those observations to imagine possible future trends that are 
emerging and are likely to affect our organization. Unlike the SWOT 
analysis, ES is not a one-time exercise, but rather a structured, 
ongoing process of observing, analyzing, and forecasting what we 
think the future will bring us. By engaging in ES, we stay attuned 
to the events of the world, discern trends, and use that information 
to make strategic decisions about our organization.

With the extraordinary amount of available information 
and our relatively unfettered access to it, ES can seem like a 
daunting task. It’s true too that it is impossible to be completely 
comprehensive, to observe everything that is occurring around 
us, even though sustainability really does require as thorough 
an understanding and appreciation of the external environment 
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as we can possibly do. Moreover, none of us have the resources 
to dedicate to extensive observation, recording, and analysis 
of external events, especially if we are approaching this, as we 
should, through multiple lenses – global, national, regional, and 
local. We will have to accept that the picture we develop will 
necessarily be incomplete. We can and should rely on a diversity 
of resources – professionals in the field who carefully observe 
and write about what they see happening as well as our own 
knowledge and observations of what is happening around us 
to begin to create a picture of the present and at least a sense 
of what might be coming toward us. Each organization needs to 
develop its own ES process then, one that they can manage with 
the resources available to them.

ES is a four-step process. The first step is to develop a 
methodology by which your organization can accumulate and 
document information about what we see happening in the 
world. Any organization can develop a strategy: an ongoing 
process of data collection that is workable for you and the 
resources of your organization. Ideally, it would involve multiple 
people with multiple perspectives. One effective approach 
is to form a standing ES Committee comprised of diverse 
representatives of Board, staff, and other constituents tasked 
with gathering and accumulating information about what they 
see happening around them. For those Board members who are 
asking, “How can I help?” placing them on an ES Committee can 
focus their attention, give them something concrete to do, and 
provide a net benefit to the organization. An ES Committee is a 
good place for Board members whose experience and interests 
vary widely and is especially good for those who like to think 
expansively about the environment and the future and are not as 
interested in the details of running the organization.

With a scanning committee, you can use the sources that are 
a regular part of each individual’s life to begin to accumulate 
information. Here is where diversity of participants makes a 
critical difference. Through algorithmic technology, our specific 
world views have tended to narrow rather than expand, causing 
us to operate within our individual “bubbles” of reality. For ES to 
be truly effective, it is necessary to incorporate diverse people 
and diverse news sources into the process. Some people access 
information through newspapers and other conventional media 
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outlets. Others rely exclusively on social media and online content. 
Some people are expansive in their sources, looking at information 
nationally and globally. Others are locally focused, depending on 
media like community newsletters. All of this is useful information. 

Recording and reporting on the information you acquire is the 
second step in information gathering. To catalog and categorize 
the information you collect, create a reporting matrix with 
“Areas of Inquiry” along the vertical axis and “Scope” along the 
horizontal axis. Table 7.1 gives an example of one that I and other 
organizations have used. It might work for you or you might want 
to adapt some of the headings to your particular circumstance.

Deciding on Areas of Inquiry simply means defining the 
lenses through which the ES team will be looking for news about 
“what’s happening.” I suggest political, economic, sociocultural, 
technological, and environmental events as broad categories 
in which to scan. I add “the arts” to this list as a way of noting 
events happening specifically in the arts field that are likely to 
have a more direct impact on your work. Here is how you might 
think about these topics:

POLITICAL

We want to ascertain what the current political climate is 
and where it seems to be going. Move beyond a simple right/
left, conservative/liberal analysis to focus on the nuances. 
Topics to consider include: political trends, housing, business 
development, employment, support for the arts, transportation, 
small business development, legal developments and regulation, 
partisanship, etc. What do you see happening in your areas of 
awareness that you think indicates future directions?

Table 7.1 E nvironmental Scanning

Global National Regional Community Organizational

Political
Economic
Sociocultural
Technological
Environmental
The arts
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ECONOMIC

We want to understand as best we can what the state of the 
economy is now and what seems likely to happen in the future. 
What are recognized experts saying? Are things generally 
on an upswing, static, or headed down? Is there a bubble? Do 
people know and recognize it? How imminent is it? Consider 
employment, cost of living, diversification, regulation, recession/
boom, and other signs of economic activity.

SOCIOCULTURAL

One of the most crucial areas for arts organizations to get a 
broad and nuanced sense of what is happening and where we 
are headed is in the realm of sociocultural change. As arts and 
cultural leaders, we are deeply invested in the sociocultural 
evolution of our communities and societies. What are the major 
social changes currently having an impact on our world? 
What do we see happening in relation to values, lifestyles, 
customs, beliefs, and the multiple, often intangible, qualities that 
comprise our understanding of culture? How do we see these 
evolving and changing? How are the country’s demographics 
changing? How is our relationship to work changing? Areas of 
specific interest include such topics as demographics, cultural 
communities, education, religion, media, and other subjects that 
you think are relevant to consider in assessing the sociocultural 
landscape.

TECHNOLOGICAL

Trying to get a fix on the world of technological developments 
and what they mean to our world is especially challenging 
in the current environment when there seems to be a new 
technological innovation daily. But it is crucial for us to 
understand what seems to be happening and where we might 
be headed. What trends in technology seem to be having the 
greatest impact? Which ones seem like they will stick? How 
is technology intruding into new spaces? How are human 
relationships to technology changing? How widespread are 
technological developments? Consider connectivity and Internet 
access, mobile and application development, social media, 
e-commerce, reactions against technology, game changing 
innovations, etc.
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ENVIRONMENTAL

With the foregrounding of the climate crisis in the public 
consciousness over the last few years, this is no longer a niche 
field for eco-warriors but rather an area of vital interest to us 
all. What are the latest trends in environmental awareness and 
action, and what do they reveal to us about the world, resource 
development, and sustenance? What areas of renewable 
energy are emerging and what impact are they likely to have 
economically, socially, politically? What about water supply 
and usage, food production and distribution, air quality and 
pollution, fossil fuel development, innovative renewable energy 
strategies, energy consumption, climate change and global 
warming, political attitudes toward environmentalism, and 
more?

THE ARTS

What is happening in the organized arts world, its constituents, 
and its audiences? Are institutions growing, diminishing, 
surviving, dissolving? How are aesthetics shifting? What new 
art forms are emerging? How are audience tastes and desires 
evolving? What art forms are young people interested in? What 
institutions seem to be thriving and why? The COVID crisis and 
the social justice movements of the last few years, as well as our 
increased environmental awareness have led to some dramatic 
changes in arts organizations. Document the trends you see 
happening.

The horizontal axis of Scope is especially important as an 
impetus for your organization to consider its place in the 
larger world. Most ES efforts look at Scope as global, national, 
regional, and local or community. I add “organizational” on this 
axis to ensure connectivity of thinking between what’s going 
on within your organization and what’s happening outside of it. 
I prefer this to the “internal strengths and weaknesses” of the 
SWOT analysis because it more easily enables you to connect 
organizationally with the external world rather than viewing 
your organization as separate and then trying to discern points 
of intersection. Table 7.1 shows what this matrix would look like, 
and you can begin to see how intersections between Areas of 
Inquiry and Scope can create a multidimensional picture of what 
is happening in the world.
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Various strategies for compiling and recording the committee’s 
observations can work depending on you and your organization. 
Perhaps the committee meets quarterly to have a discussion, 
share what they are seeing, and physically record their 
observation in the matrix format using wall charts or paper and 
pencil. A more efficient strategy is to reproduce the matrix as an 
online document, into which individuals can add what they find, 
whenever they find it, and include the source.

The third step of ES is to assess the information acquired and 
synthesize it into larger trends. Here, you want to look both 
within each category and, more importantly, across categories. 
How are events interconnected, related, and impacting each 
other? Look at the compiled information and assess:

 1. What seems not to be changing? – What trends seem to be 
holding steady for the time being? Perhaps the economy is in 
a moment of slow but steady growth; your normally moderate 
city council looks like it will remain moderate for now; there 
is little movement in and out of your city; and demand for 
your art form remains steady.

 2. Are there patterns of change that you are beginning to see? – 
What are the clusters of related movements that seem to signal 
a growing or more important trend? What issues might be early 
indicators of major changes ahead? Housing costs are rising, 
and formerly stable neighborhoods are quickly changing 
across the city. More and more companies are moving out of or 
into your community. Civil unrest is occurring across the globe. 
Nationalist movements are growing in strength in multiple 
continents. Restaurants and coffee shops are moving out of 
downtown and into the suburbs.

 3. What are the Game Changers? – What events and 
developments happening right now are going radically 
wrong and/or where are innovations and new developments 
going successfully? What trends are operating across 
sectors to create upheaval? Self-driving cars? Artificial 
intelligence? Renewable energy sources?

 4. Rate of change – How quickly are breakthroughs happening, 
causing potentially immediate or perhaps more long-term 
impact for our organization?
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 5. Early signals – Do you see events that seem outside the 
expected linear change process that may be harbingers of a 
change to come? Not just game changers of the moment but 
early signals that we should watch for signs of future impact. 
A current example of early signals would be “blockchain 
technology.” Crypto currency, launched in 2009, was an 
“early signal” of the application of blockchain technology and 
gave us hints of its potential influence on many facets of our 
lives, including the arts.

Establish periodic gatherings for the whole group to review 
findings and perform a synthesis and analysis. Remember, your 
work here is not to predict the future, but to characterize the 
landscape of issues that seem likely to impact the work of your 
organization. As the organization’s leader, you should be there to 
listen and participate in the conversation and see what you learn 
from the diverse people you have recruited to be part of this 
process. View it as a quarterly professional development activity 
that helps shape your own thinking about the external world.

The final step in the process is to synthesize your relevant 
trends with your organizational identity and purpose as 
represented in your Foundational Documents. Based on who 
you are and what your Vision is, discuss how you are likely 
to be impacted by the trends you’ve identified. This can be 
an important annual “Board/Staff Retreat” focus that can 
enliven your organization and help guide your organizational 
development. Distinguish your findings as:

• Trends worth watching but not immediately affecting us

• Trends likely to affect us in the near to mid-future

• Trends we need to deal with right now

Achieving consensus can be challenging, but also a real 
opportunity for you to guide the synthesis process. Using your 
team management skills, work toward a consensus among the 
group about which trends fall into which categories of urgency. 
Strive to be concrete but not rigid, to recognize that you are 
creating a fluid document that you will revisit and revise 
periodically based on your ongoing ES. This is also a good 
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process for getting people to become more comfortable with 
uncertainty and ambiguity as you look ahead at what seems to 
be coming your way.

Engaging in conversations about the future also helps 
establish a collaborative sensibility of shared purpose and 
direction among the staff, Board, and constituents of the 
organization. The more you talk, the more you get clarity about 
what you value and what you are striving toward, even if you 
disagree about how to get there. At the end of each of your 
quarterly ES Retreats, your organization will have established a 
shared vision of the external world and what its effect is likely 
to be on your work moving forward. From there, you can begin 
developing strategies that lead to actions.

ES can seem like, and indeed can be, a laborious process. 
Given the volume of information and data we are saturated with, 
it might seem impossible for your organization to compile and 
synthesize it. And in the spirit of “The Only Three Trends that 
Matter,” referenced in Chapter 5, there is some question about 
the value of this level of granular detail. My response generally 
is that any effort an arts organization makes to try to understand 
what is happening in the world around them and what impact it 
is likely to have on the organization is time well spent. We have 
spent far too much time in our “arts bubble.” Really grasping 
the contours of the contemporary world will help us decide 
on organizational and programmatic priorities that keep our 
organizations relevant to the world in which we exist.

As leaders of arts organization, our challenge always is: How 
much information is enough? How much do you need to know 
before you can develop the appropriate strategies?

There is no formula or template that can answer that question 
for us. We can only act with our best sense of what we have 
in front of us and be prepared to shift, change, and adapt as 
the future unfolds in front of us, synthesizing who we are 
(Foundational Documents) with what is happening in the world 
(Environmental Scan). A good way to start that process, and to 
begin to capture the full dimension of your organization and 
intentions, is to work with a Business Model Canvas adapted 
for arts organizations. The next chapter looks at this tool and 
suggests how it might work for your organization.
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“WE’RE ALL START-UPS NOW”

Working in San Francisco from 2003 to 2013, I was surrounded 
by the energy, passion, and creativity of the tech start-up world. 
At one point, I was told there were more than 100 tech start-
ups within a six-block radius of Yerba Buena Center for the 
Arts (YBCA). Whether that was true or not, we were certainly 
immersed in that culture, and it was hard not to be influenced 
and excited by so many (mostly young) people trying to make 
“the next best thing.” Annoyed as I was – and am – at the way 
this sector has co-opted the term “creative” to mean “a person 
who makes cool stuff,” I could also see how their work was 
analogous to artists and arts organizations and the work we 
do. I began investigating how they work to see if it might be 
applicable to the arts.

Part of what drew me to the tech sector was the recognition 
that whatever I thought of the “product” these start-ups were 
creating, they shared two core values with the arts: they were 
interested in new ideas, and they were interested in solving 
societal problems. Tech start-ups often talk about finding the 
“problem” that needs to be solved or the “pain” that needs to 
be relieved with an innovative, new product. The idea that the 
primary challenge for an arts organization is to think about a 
societal problem to be solved or, more likely, a societal need 

A Business 
Model Canvas 
for the Arts
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to be fulfilled is a way of thinking that is – or should be – very 
much aligned with how we think about organizational Mission 
and Vision.

Another aspect of the start-up world that attracted me was 
its emphasis on moving quickly from idea to implementation. 
Essentially, the idea is to do much less thinking and planning 
about what we are going to do (“analysis paralysis”) and get 
right to the doing. Through an iterative process of trying, 
learning, and trying again, with a focus on the process itself, we 
become a “learning organization.” This suits artists perfectly, 
and it can suit arts and cultural organizations and their leaders 
as well. Most artists like to jump in, get working, and see what 
happens – where that takes them, what they learn. They also 
tend to operate on a highly intuitive level and are open to making 
changes as their work develops. Artists by their very nature are 
“learning organizations” in the way that they keep growing and 
evolving and learning and developing their practice over time. 
Arts organizations must be learning organizations as well.

In exploring various tech start-up ideas, I found a YouTube 
video by Ash Maurya called “Capture Your Business Model 
in 20 Minutes” (Maurya, 2013), which is based on Erich Ries’s 
book The Lean Start-Up. Watching the video and reading 
Ries’s book convinced me that their approach to “creating your 
business model in 20 minutes” could be adapted to the work of 
an arts organization. The Lean Start-Up and models like it are, 
ironically, business-based adaptations of the creative process 
that artists have always used to create their work. Essentially, 
they formalize a way of thinking and doing that establishes a 
framework for the arts organization to behave as an artist: find 
the need, imagine a response, build it, evaluate, learn, try again.

In his book The Lean Start-Up, Ries defines a start-up as “a 
human institution designed to create a new product or service 
under conditions of extreme uncertainty” (Ries, 2011, p. 27). The 
uncertainty he refers to here is not only that of the surrounding 
environment, but also the uncertainty of the path forward: 
without models for us to follow, we must engage, as artists do, 
in a process of building something that has not been created 
before. There is no better way to describe the circumstances 
that arts organizations face all the time, but especially now at 
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this inflection point of dramatic external change. Virtually every 
arts organization is confronting the challenge of “rebuilding” in 
the post-2020 era. And there are still plenty of artists who are 
just getting started and seek to launch their own, newly created, 
organization. Whether your organization is just getting started, 
is already well established, or is rebuilding or reimagining, 
using the frame of a start-up to approach your work will help you 
think/rethink and design/redesign organizational purpose and 
process in a way that follows Arundhati Roy’s idea from Chapter 
3 that we, “…walk through lightly, with little luggage, ready to 
imagine another world.”

THE BUSINESS MODEL CANVAS

In 2005, Swiss entrepreneur and business theorist Alexander 
Osterwalder introduced the concept of the Business Model 
Canvas (BMC). The BMC is a one-page graphic representation of 
why your organization exists, what you intend to do, for whom, 
and what specifically is required to get it started. It allows you 
to create a template that quickly defines and illustrates the 
various components of your idea, assesses its viability, and 
establishes a framework for action. The idea has been adapted 
by businesses in multiple fields and with multiple objectives, 
changing to fit the needs of the proposed endeavor. It is a useful 
tool for arts organizations in many different circumstances: to 
test start-up ideas and current organizational assumptions for 
their continued viability, to examine individual departments 
of an organization, and to establish a baseline for future 
development.

A quick search of the Internet will reveal multiple BMC 
designs for various organizations. Since they are primarily 
used for profit-making businesses, they are not always suitable 
for nonprofit arts organizations. Table 8.1 is a template of an 
adapted version I have developed specifically to meet the 
challenges facing nonprofit arts organizations, which I call the 
Arts Business Model Canvas (ABMC; Table 8.1).

As with the original BMC and its subsequent iterations, the 
idea of the Canvas is to quickly gather information by asking 
specific questions related to several aspects of organizational 
design, and through that process, create a visual picture and 
description of your venture as a template for getting started with 
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your work. The Canvas is divided into four large segments with 
specific questions in each area:

• The need you have identified

• The solution or idea you have that addresses that need

• The specific audience for your idea

• The cost/revenue structure for what you wish to create

As the Canvas is meant to shift our focus to viability – getting the 
organization started and keep it going – we begin the process of 
filling in the canvas with the section on community need.

Especially for an established arts organization, starting with 
the community need, at the top-left corner of the Canvas, may 
seem counterintuitive, since most of us are motivated to action 
by the organization that we have or that we want to create. Our 
passion exists in our desire to create and sustain our theater 
company, orchestra, school, dance company, or other arts 
activity. While we may intuitively assume “the community will 
benefit from this,” in many cases, we haven’t given much real 
thought to community need as it actually exists.

From a traditional business perspective, fulfilling a need or 
solving a problem of the consumer is the key to profitability. 
From a nonprofit perspective, it is our reason for being. The 
entire nonprofit structure exists as a mechanism to create 
organizations that exist solely to fulfill a need of the community, 
one that government or a for-profit business can’t or won’t 
fulfill. Your desire as an entrepreneur to create the organization 
does not, de facto, mean you are meeting a community need 
and certainly does not predict the viability or sustainability of 
your organization. The community may be disinterested in or 
even actively hostile to what you have in mind. So, assessing 
community need is a critical first step.

For those of us who have been through a feasibility process, 
we know that “finding the need” can be illusory and delusionary. 
Many “community leaders,” for example, become convinced 
that the community “needs” a performing arts center, and a 
few expensive consultants later, a feasibility study confirms 
that need. There is real danger in reverse engineering this 
process, that is, finding a need after we have already decided 
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on the solution. Sometimes it works, but sometimes it results in 
buildings or organizations that struggle to survive because the 
community need was not actually there.

As with the Environmental Scan, a mix of quantitative and 
qualitative assessment data is necessary if you want to get 
closer to identifying a true community need. A feasibility 
study by outside experts will produce some interesting and 
useful quantitative data, but it should be augmented by an 
environmental scan that looks broadly and deeply at what is 
happening in the community. A “shoe leather survey,” on the 
ground story gathering from a cross-section of community 
members about their values and lifestyles – why are they living 
here, what keeps them here, what are they proud of, discouraged 
about, worried about, and more – will reveal additional useful 
knowledge that a feasibility study by an outside expert might 
miss. You and your collaborators need to take on this process if 
you truly want to assess community need.

Go to community meetings, talk with people formally and 
informally, try to discern what sociocultural needs exist within 
your community that could be addressed by the arts. This is 
not a matter of checking to see if the community has a dance 
company or not, but rather exploring which key issues and 
problems within the community may represent a yearning for 
something missing. Are there stories told throughout generations 
that have no outlet of expression among younger generations? 
Are there social problems that beset the community – seemingly 
intractable issues of homelessness or crime or lack of places for 
children to spend their time – that represent a real community 
need? In contemporary life, alienation from institutions, from 
government, and from each other is sadly common in almost 
every community. What might an arts organization do to 
address that need? Communities do not, de facto, “need” any arts 
organization. What they do need, and what the arts provide, is 
relief, insights, provocations, education, solutions, and perhaps 
just a respite from the cares and concerns that consume their 
lives. This is a unique advantage of the arts that no other 
sector can match. A sustainable arts organization will search 
carefully to find and understand what that need is and how their 
organization might best meet that need.
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Assessing community need is challenging and complex, more 
art than science. Despite the best data gathering of experts, it 
can often go wrong. At a certain point, starting an organization 
requires a leap of faith. As Ries has pointed out, we are 
operating in a world of extreme unpredictability, and the success 
of your idea is similarly unpredictable, so it’s important that you 
reckon honestly with the high-risk level of your endeavor. Here’s 
an example:

Theo Perkins is an actor in Los Angeles, but his heart really 
lies in his hometown of Elizabeth, New Jersey.

When he considered his home community, he and his 
collaborators perceived a need for young people to have an 
after-school outlet. They talked to friends and family members, 
met with local officials, visited schools, talked to current and 
former students, and more. This work confirmed their intuition. 
Theo’s idea, based on his own experience as a teenager in 
Elizabeth and what he saw there as an adult, was to create 
a theater company for youth, “The Elizabeth Youth Theater 
Ensemble” (Figure 8.1). Over the course of several years, working 

Figure 8.1 Theo Perkins, Founder, Elizabeth Youth Theater directing actors in 
a performance of “Walking the Beat.” Photo Courtesy of Elizabeth Youth Theater 
Ensemble/Walking the Beat 2019
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with his contacts in the schools, the city council, and eventually 
the police department, he created the Ensemble and engaged 
with students to create their own theatrical works. One of his 
most successful and remarkable endeavors was “Walking the 
Beat,” an original theater piece created by the youth of Elizabeth 
in collaboration with the police, whom the youth had mostly seen 
as their enemy. Through dialogue and theatrical processes, they 
were able to bridge the gap between “cops and kids,” at least 
for some. The project was so successful in Elizabeth that they 
replicated it in Los Angeles, adapting to the specific community 
circumstances there. Theo identified a need and then created an 
organization to fulfill that need (Perkins, 2021).

There are examples of “community-based” programs across the 
country in so many fields, often unsung and unacknowledged. 
One of the most impactful, even legendary, is the story behind 
the story of International Association of Blacks in Dance (IABD). 
In 1988, Joan Myers Brown, Founder/Executive Artistic Director 
of Philadanco – The Philadelphia Dance Company, launched 
the 1st International Conference on Black Dance Companies. 
Ms. Brown felt that a gathering of the Black dance community 
would serve not only her needs, but also needs of other Black 
dance professionals. (IABD, 2022) Thirty-two years later, IABD 
continues to be a force in the dance world.

As profound as the narrative of the founding of IABD is 
the story behind each of the five women and their dance 
companies who started the organization: Joan Myers Brown: 
The Philadelphia Dance Company (Philadanco), Cleo Parker 
Robinson: Cleo Parker Robinson Dance in Denver, Jeraldyne 
Blunden: Dayton Contemporary Dance Company, Lula 
Washington: Lula Washington Dance Theatre in Los Angeles 
(Figure 8.2), and Ann Williams: Dallas Black Dance Theatre.

In every case, these women saw a local need not just for a 
dance company, but for an organization that would provide 
pride, accomplishment, energy, focus, and artistic excellence 
to their communities. In the 1970s, when most of them started, 
these communities were under severe duress. The women 
could see this need because they lived in their communities, 
interacted with the people living there, and were attuned to the 
sociocultural change occurring in their communities. They were 
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driven to form organizations that could create a meaningful 
positive impact. Forty plus years later, these companies, having 
weathered the vicissitudes of American racial politics and 
policy, are still going strong, still vital parts of their communities. 
In some cases, the founders’ children (Tamica Washington, 
Malik Robinson, and Debbie Blunden Diggs) are carrying on the 
work begun by their mothers. Over the years, they’ve adapted to 
a changing world without losing their core reason for being – to 
fulfill the social, cultural, and aesthetic needs of their specific 
communities. These are models of sustainable arts organizations 
precisely because they identified the community need and 
continued adapting to meet it through a changing environment.

In each of these examples, the companies had a very clear idea 
of who their communities were, illustrating the importance of 
prioritizing the “Community Context” within your Foundational 
Documents. Ironically, as I noted in Chapter 6, if you survey the 

Figure 8.2 Lula Washington, Artistic Director of the Lula Washington Dance Theater 
(LWDT), her daughter and Associate Artistic Director of LWDT, Tamica Washington-
Miller. Photo by Mark Hanauer. Courtesy Lula Washington Dance Company
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websites of most arts organizations, you will easily find Mission 
and Vision statements and frequently encounter Values and 
Artistic Statements, but you’ll rarely see a description or even 
an acknowledgment of the community they serve. This is an 
omission that deserves correction.

Returning to the ABMC, the left quadrant provides two boxes to 
fill in, one for community need and one for existing alternatives. 
Before getting too excited about your solution, check to see 
what else may be happening that addresses your identified 
community need. In the for-profit world, this is often a way of 
identifying your competitors. While that may be true in some 
respects for the nonprofit arts, it is also a way of identifying 
opportunities and even potential collaborators. The Canvas is 
deliberately designed for concise answers, so jot down what you 
can as a way of getting started.

Just to the right of Community Need is the box for “Idea 
or Solution.” Whether you are a start-up or an established 
organization, you most likely have the solution in mind already, 
so this box fills in rather easily. For established organizations, 
you can use the ABMC to test long-held assumptions. Post-
COVID and the events of 2020, many of our assumptions and 
realities have changed. Does your solution still connect to the 
community need that you previously had identified or has a 
new need emerged which requires a new solution? Challenging 
as it may be to consider, the current moment in particular is an 
opportunity to rethink what you are doing. Spend time examining 
the relationship between community need and the core activities 
of your organization – or even the organization itself. Be rigorous 
about testing whether this is a real match or not. The story of the 
Anchorage Concert Association (Chapter 3) is a good example 
of an organization that has reexamined its relationship with its 
community and changed accordingly (Figure 8.3).

Now move to the adjacent box, the Unique Value Proposition. 
This one is not as easy to fill in, so stop for a moment and ask: 
“What makes my organization distinct from others that have 
similar objectives?”

Your unique value proposition is a key factor in the success 
of your organization. What is the defining characteristic of your 
organization that embodies your unique contribution to the 
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community? It is tempting to think of this as your “competitive 
edge,” but it’s more useful to think of it in a broader sense: 
What unique quality/idea does your organization provide to 
the community that no one else can or does? Are you pulling 
together disparate factions of the community to create a more 
harmonious environment? Are you introducing an art form that 
has previously not been available to your community? Is your 
community an “art desert” and your organization an oasis?

It’s worth spending serious thought time determining this 
answer. Chances are good that if you’ve engaged fully in the 
process of establishing your Vision statement and Artistic Intent, 
you may already have an answer or an idea of where you might 
be headed with it. For established organizations and start-
ups alike, it’s essential to understand and claim your unique 
advantage, but it is also important to ensure its relationship to 
the community need. Some years ago, I worked with a start-up 
organization, the Kaleidoscope Chamber Orchestra. Their 
unique value proposition they told me was that they were a 
conductorless chamber orchestra and that did indeed set them 

Figure 8.3 Alaska native drummers participating in “The Global Arts Experience” 
presented by the Anchorage Concert Association. Photo by Kerry Tasker. Courtesy 
Anchorage Concert Association
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apart from most chamber orchestras. But in our conversation, 
I pushed them to tell me why performing without a conductor 
would matter to the audience for whom the organization 
ostensibly was created. This took a moment. As musicians, they 
could easily explain why they wanted to perform in a chamber 
orchestra without a conductor. But why would it matter to the 
audience? Eventually, our conversation led them to focus on 
the intimacy and the deeper connection with the audience that 
they felt would be possible when it was not mediated by the 
conductor. Their idea was that the audience would experience 
the music differently, more deeply and more personally, than 
they would with a conducted orchestra. As they learned, it’s not 
enough just to say that you are different, innovative or “new.”. 
You need to be able to explain why that innovation matters to the 
people you are serving.

Near the center of the ABMC is the box labeled Key Metrics. 
Based on the identified Community Need, the Solution/Idea 
you are proposing, and your Unique Value Proposition, what 
will success look like? For this box, you want to identify a few 
major benchmarks of success: tangible signs that you are 
making progress toward your Vision. Generally, these will be 
programmatic: “a concert series is created and the first season 
produced” or “multiple community partnerships are identified 
and launched” and/or community-based: “we have successfully 
diversified our audience” or “we are recognized as a vital 
community resource” since these are the key reasons for your 
organization to exist. Other goals like financial stability and 
robust infrastructure are important, but these are tools for 
achieving your larger vision, not ends in and of themselves. 
Your Key Metrics, like your Unique Value Proposition, need to 
demonstrate that your idea/solution is successfully meeting 
the identified community need. For the purposes of the ABMC, 
these will be broad and potentially even a little vague. That’s 
fine. Specificity will come in the next chapter with the discussion 
of Strategic Directions and Initiatives, where you will identify 
specific benchmarks that indicate progress. For now, stay big 
picture.

Next, move to the right side of the Canvas to look more 
closely at audience. Up to this point, we have been speaking 
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about community in the broadest sense. Here is where you 
identify the specific segments of the community that you 
are targeting. This is the area of traditional marketing and 
audience development work, of which much has been written 
and put into practice. Here you want to start getting specific 
about who you hope to reach, from those closest to you to 
those further away who will require more work to “bring into 
the fold” of what you do.

The box for “Early Adopters” is separated out primarily for 
start-up organizations. In order to test your idea and get started, 
you need some folks you can count on to be there right from 
the beginning. Very often, “friends and family” are the key 
supporters who help get a new idea up and running. You need 
those people, even as you recognize that your organization most 
likely cannot survive based solely on early adopters.

Established organizations might think of these as your core 
audience: the people who are with you because they believe in 
your Mission and are as passionate as you are about making 
progress toward your Vision. Contrary to the way many arts 
organizations think about this core audience, these cannot 
be the people who like things “just the way they are.” If you 
define these folks as your core audience, you will end up static 
and unmoving, far from any idea of sustainability. It is easy 
to succumb to what we might call the “tyranny of the donor/
subscriber,” becoming reluctant to make necessary changes 
for fear of losing that “core audience.” However, if we shift our 
understanding of “core audience” away from “those who love our 
program as it is” to “those who love our Vision and want to see 
us achieve it,” we can dramatically change the work we do to 
discover and nurture a true core audience.

Whether you are a start-up or an established organization, 
the core audience is almost never sufficient to sustain the 
organization over time. Audiences are ever-changing, dynamic 
entities that require our assiduous attention to sustain and 
grow. To that end, the ABMC provides the adjacent box of 
Channels – the methodologies by which you will reach current 
and potential audiences for your organization. Clearly, an entire 
marketing plan could be entered here, which is not the intent. 
Instead, focus on the broader categories of communication and 
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message delivery of all types – social, mass, print, broadcast, 
and more – and consider which are most relevant to your 
desired audience. In many cases, direct contact through word 
of mouth and meeting with community organizations may be 
the most effective tools for communicating with the public about 
your organization. By establishing these categories, you lay 
the groundwork for the more fully developed strategy to come. 
Specifics will be determined later.

Finally, move to the bottom of the ABMC to fill in cost and 
revenue categories and amounts. This is especially important 
for start-ups: to establish a general idea of what it will cost to 
implement your idea and what the potential revenue sources 
might be. The detailed budget picture will also come later; for 
now, you simply want to establish an overarching idea of the 
financial realities of your plan. One of the key characteristics of 
sustainable arts organizations is a diversity of revenue sources, 
so it’s particularly important at this stage to identify as many 
potential revenue sources as you can imagine and reasonably 
implement.

Being able to draw financial support from multiple sources 
builds the kind of financial resilience that every organization 
should strive for. With diverse revenue streams, there is a better 
chance that if one of them recedes, the organization can draw 
on other areas to achieve financial equilibrium. Similarly, when 
a revenue-generating opportunity arises unexpectedly, it can 
be maximized. Filling in these boxes now will ensure that you 
are truly comprehensive in thinking about both revenue and 
expense. In most cases, the information here will tell you if your 
idea is financially viable at all.

The ABMC is a Foundational Document of its own. It lays the 
groundwork for what specific actions can be taken right now 
to get started and keep moving. It has the advantage of being 
succinct and precise. It can be completed in less than an hour 
and presents, in a visual format, what your challenges are and 
what you need to do to get started. It’s a platform from which to 
take that leap of faith that Erich Ries talks about. It’s time to get 
to work!
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STARTING THE START-UP

In working with various students trying to turn their dreams of 
a new organization into a reality, we inevitably reach the “Ok, 
how do I get started? What’s the first thing I need to do?” point. 
They will have worked through the Foundational Documents and 
the ABMC, but taking that first step seems, well, intimidating. 
Additionally, the organization at this stage is both aspirational 
and hypothetical. It is a dream, an ideal, and there are real 
viability questions that need to be faced. In most cases, the 
best and most practical approach is to develop and launch a 
prototype of your idea, what Eric Ries calls a Minimum Viable 
Product or MVP (Ries, p. 76). The purpose of an MVP is to 
develop a version of a “test product” of your larger idea in order 
to determine its potential for viability and, ultimately, scalability.

Rather than spending hours in hypothetical planning for 
something that may or may not work, an MVP gets a prototype 
of your idea into the community as quickly as possible, from 
which you can then gauge responses. If your idea is to start a 
theater company dedicated to new work, you might start with a 
series of workshops that showcase the developmental process. 
Invite your “early adopters” and get feedback from them in the 
workshop. If you are a music organization, instead of planning 
and presenting a whole season, start with one concert that 
illuminates your unique value proposition to see what kind of 
response you get. If you’re contemplating a new dance company, 
see if you can get a free performance in a park or any other 
location to gauge reactions. The point here is to test a scaled-
down version of your idea to learn what is working, not working, 
changes you need to make, or whether your idea is even viable. 
A prototype or MVP cannot give you all the answers, but it can 
point you in the right direction to further develop your idea.

The same principle applies if you are launching a new program 
or innovation at an established organization. Rather than 
spending months developing multilevel plans and investing 
substantial resources, test a prototype to see if you are on 
the right track. At YBCA, we developed a simple, streamlined 
process for prototyping innovative ideas. We solicited ideas 
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from all staff. Often, the younger, less experienced staff had the 
most innovative ideas. We formed an “innovation committee” that 
quickly reviewed proposals and selected the ones we would test. 
We worked with the person who generated the idea to develop 
their prototype with start-up funds from an Innovation Fund we 
had established. Once the idea had been tested, the committee 
met to evaluate it, knowing that there were three acceptable 
responses: yes, the idea “worked” and we should make plans to 
scale it; no, the idea did not “work” and we should let it go; and 
“we need more information so let’s try again,” perhaps with some 
tweaks or modifications to the original MVP. Clearly, the initial 
proposal had to outline and define success metrics: what would 
it mean for the idea to “work”? Using this process, we developed 
one or two new ideas annually, which added a new dimension 
to our programming, our audience development work, and 
even our infrastructure and finances. In this way too, we could 
remain a dynamic organization rather than settling into place 
with a suite of programs that were unchanged and unchanging.

The ABMC is an especially useful tool for start-ups, for new 
programs and ideas, and for established organizations that may 
feel like they are drifting or that they need a reset. Established 
organizations can use it as a quick review of their organization, 
but once asserting (or reasserting) that they are on the right 
track, an organization needs to move to the next level of its 
development process in which strategies are determined and 
action plans created and implemented. The organization needs 
to move beyond the ABMC, finding a way of planning that will 
chart the way forward while maintaining the adaptability and 
resilience necessary for true sustainability. In the next chapter, 
I’ll propose a process for doing that based not on traditional 
strategic planning but on the concept of strategic thinking 
instead that more easily allows for adaptability to changing 
circumstances.
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With Foundational Documents, an Environmental Scan, and 
the Arts Business Model Canvas in hand, the next logical step 
for an organizational leader would seem to be to create your 
strategic plan, the document that will show the world how you 
intend to systematically move your organization from where 
you are now to wherever you plan (hope?) to be in three, five, 
or ten years. The strategic plan has become ubiquitous in the 
nonprofit arts world, required by Boards, funders, government 
agencies, and anyone else with an interest in your 
organization and its growth. Unfortunately, the strategic plan 
is a vestige of a bygone era. Back in the 20th century, in the 
halcyon days of strategic planning, we thought that past was 
prologue, that change was linear, and that by establishing 
and following a predetermined path of goals, objectives, 
strategies, and tactics, we could march our organizations 
directly and confidently into the future. While there once was 
some merit in this approach, it has become something of a 
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straitjacket for arts organizations whose core enterprise is 
creative activity – work that does not always fit easily or well 
into a standard strategic planning model. Moreover, the world 
today does not now (if it ever did) conform to the neatly logical 
progression premised by strategic planning.

At the same time, most of us are not really comfortable with the 
idea that we should just let our organization evolve in whatever 
way the environment pushes us; certainly the demands of 
institutionality, which cannot be ignored, won’t allow it. We do 
operate in a business-like framework that demands at least a 
modicum of planning, control, and stability. As nonprofits, we 
are recipients and custodians of public funds; our “owners” 
are the community, and they rightly demand transparency and 
accountability. Our staff, our Board, our funders, our community, 
all want to know not just who we are and what we are doing, 
but where we are headed. As arts leaders, we too recognize 
that we need some sense of the direction we are headed and 
a methodology for moving forward. Developing a strategy for 
advancing our work is therefore, the next step. Instead of the 
usual Strategic Plan as we have known it however, I advocate an 
alternative approach of Strategic Thinking to provide a loosely 
defined framework for making forward progress, one that avoids 
the rigid demands of the traditional strategic plan and allows 
for and even promotes the adaptability that is necessary for 
sustainability.

Strategic Thinking begins with the Vision, which defines our 
ultimate destination and is key to the process of establishing 
strategic direction. The Mission and other Foundational 
Documents are also there to guide us, but the Vision is our 
North Star – our idealized picture of the world we wish 
to bring into being through the work of our organization. 
Environmental Scanning has enabled us to get a more 
specific, accurate picture of the current world and identified 
the future-oriented trends that seem most likely to affect our 
organization. The Arts Business Model Canvas specifies the 
various components of our organization and identifies the tools 
we need to get to work. All of these are precursors to not only 
developing a coherent strategy around where we are going but 
also a methodology for how we will get there. This is Strategic 
Thinking.
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As opposed to Strategic Planning, which is a product, 
Strategic Thinking is a process. It is dynamic, evolutionary, 
and responsive to the changing environment. A Strategic Plan 
is a linear, fixed document that establishes predetermined 
outcomes and a step-by-step approach for arriving at them. The 
Strategic Plan loses value almost immediately after it is written, 
when reality intervenes and changing circumstances derail the 
predetermined course of action. Because Strategic Thinking is 
a dynamic process, it can respond to a changing environment, 
adapting the work of the organization as we make progress 
toward that Vision.

Strategic Thinking starts with establishing future-focused 
Strategic Directions: broad statements of organizational 
direction that set out where we are headed. Instead of thinking 
about our goals for the next three, five, or ten years, I suggest we 
think about what direction we want to move in, what pathway 
we want to follow, as we make progress toward our Vision. I 
use the descriptor strategic because we want to be intentional 
and deliberate in our thinking, carefully considering our 
options, the direction we want to take our organization, and the 
external circumstances within which we are operating. Strategic 
Directions are a subtle but important distinction from the Goals, 
Strategies, and Tactics of the traditional Strategic Plan.

In implementing the process of Strategic Thinking, I suggest 
to organizations that they develop a Strategic Direction for each 
of the four key areas of work for any arts organization: Artistic 
Programming, Community Engagement, Revenue Generation, 
and Infrastructure. In most cases, these four categories cover 
the scope of the work of the arts organizations. Occasionally, an 
organization will, with good reason,  want to add an additional 
category. The Anchorage Concert Association, for example, added 
a Board category, which made perfect sense for them. At the time 
that we were working on their Strategic Directions, they felt this 
part of their organization needed specific focus, even though it 
could have been comfortably included under the Infrastructure 
category. Large complex organizations may want or need to 
develop specific Strategic Directions in various subcategories of 
each area. I would simply caution against being overdetermined 
in your thinking. Just as the ABMC was meant to be a quick 
overview of the organization, Strategic Directions should also 
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provide a simple but straightforward way of establishing where 
the organization is headed. Remember that we ultimately want to 
focus our time on our organization’s activity, not on the planning 
of that activity.

Just as the Foundational Documents let Board, staff, and 
constituents know who we are and what we stand for, the 
Strategic Directions ensure that everyone knows where we 
are going. By emphasizing Directions rather than Goals, we 
leave room for adaptation: for adding, changing, deleting, or 
modifying specific actions as you make progress toward the 
vision. For example, imagine your organization decides to 
create a goal to create a “breakeven budget” every year. That’s a 
very clear and specific goal based on some assumptions about 
what’s possible and desirable in the world that exists right 
now. Alternatively, in the context of strategic thinking, imagine 
creating a Strategic Direction for Revenue Generation that 
seeks “financial stability through maximizing multiple revenue 
sources and effectively managing costs.” This establishes 
a direction to move forward that allows for the inevitable 
change that occurs in the external environment. The Goals 
of a traditional strategic plan often feel overdetermined and 
therefore a constraint (“we must meet this goal!”) rather than 
an opportunity. Strategic Directions provide broad guidelines 
within which individuals, teams, and departments have 
wide latitude to decide on what exactly they will do to make 
forward progress. They enable flexibility and innovation, while 
mitigating risk and providing the organizational framework in a 
way that is, well, strategic.

DEVELOPING STRATEGIC DIRECTIONS

The first time that you attempt to develop a Strategic Direction, 
you may find yourself creating a broad descriptive statement 
of your current work with the implication that this will continue 
into the future. These are the ones we developed at Yerba Buena 
Center for the Arts (YBCA) and that is what they do:

ARTISTIC PROGRAMMING: Creating and evolving a holistic, 
integrated approach to artistic programming that illuminates 
YBCA’s commitment to exploring art and ideas in a social 
context.
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COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT: Developing a continuously 
growing and diversifying YBCA community of individuals 
who become increasingly more deeply engaged in art 
and ideas and comprise a core component of a culturally 
engaged citizenry.

REVENUE GENERATION: Sustaining an adaptive business and 
financial model that focuses on resilience and renewable 
growth including the ongoing exploration and development 
of creative strategies for revenue generation.

INFRASTRUCTURE: Establishing and nourishing a resilient 
infrastructure with an adaptive capacity built into it capable 
of responding to an ever-changing environment through 
ongoing innovation.

Notice how each of these descriptions begins with a verb in 
the “present continuous” tense. This signals the ongoing nature 
of what we are doing, with no fixed end in sight. The detailed 
phrasing that follows signals a future orientation for the 
organization.

If the world were static (and we know it is not) and if your 
organization were static (and we hope it is not), these Strategic 
Directions could last forever. You could simply keep developing 
actions and programs within each category, and this would 
sustain your organization. Sustainability however emerges 
from the work we do to respond to the changing environment, 
internally and externally. As we make progress toward the 
Vision and as the external environment evolves, we may want or 
need to change direction.

When the Anchorage Concert Association (ACA) first started 
working to redirect the organization to create relationships with 
a broader range of subcommunities, they had this Community 
Engagement Strategic Direction:

Expanding our reach to diverse communities through 
partnerships with community organizations and a range 
of creative programming options, while sustaining our 
relationship with current audiences.

Five years later, in reviewing what they had accomplished, they 
shifted direction slightly to focus on strengthening the new and 
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nascent relationships they had developed, so they came up with 
this:

Expanding the reach and deepening our relationships in 
multiple communities through partnerships with community 
organizations and individual artists, and a range of ongoing 
creative programming options.

This was a subtle but important shift. Their vision had not 
changed, but they had made significant progress and now 
wanted to refine their direction to bolster their efforts to engage 
diverse communities. Part of the reason they could see this was 
because of the metrics they established and the benchmarks 
they set, which I will discuss in the next section. For now, 
recognize that Strategic Directions are future-oriented pathways 
that provide the guidance for action that you need in a volatile 
environment.

There is no predetermined time period during which Strategic 
Directions can or should be set. As noted, they are present 
and ongoing. However, an annual review of progress will help 
determine if a change in direction is required. In the case 
of ACA given above, it was five years between the original 
direction and the change.

STRATEGIC INITIATIVES AND ACTION PLANS

Once you have established Strategic Directions, you will next 
turn to the specific action steps to undertake within each of 
these Directions. This is your workplan: the projects, initiatives, 
and programs that are the work of the organization. Chances 
are that if you have been developing your Strategic Directions 
through a group process with Board and/or staff, many of these 
ideas will have surfaced during that process. You may well have 
an extensive list of “things we should/want to do.” Questions 
abound: Which of these should we pursue? How much energy 
can or should we devote to these new ideas? What has priority? 
What can we afford? How can we handle all these ideas? Moving 
to action does not mean we stop being strategic in our thinking. 
In fact, here is where we really need to apply our powers of 
deliberation to advance our organization toward its Vision. I call 
this next level of thinking and planning Strategic Initiatives.
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What separates Strategic Initiatives from Strategic 
Directions are time and specificity. Strategic Directions are 
broad statements – pathways to follow. Strategic Initiatives are 
specific actions that you will take in order to make progress 
along these pathways. I sometime use the phrase Action 
Plans instead of Strategic Initiatives to clearly differentiate 
Initiatives from Directions. The key word here is, as always, 
strategic. 

Strategic Directions are open-ended and long term, meant to 
be pursued “for the duration,” unless and until circumstances 
change. Strategic Initiatives are specific, time-based actions 
that are immediately set in motion. Knowing that we are 
operating in a volatile environment, we need to be able to 
change course quickly if circumstances require it. For most 
established organizations, I suggest a one-year time frame 
for Strategic Initiatives: What are we going to do this year to 
make progress within this Strategic Direction? This allows 
enough time to initiate action and assess its effect without 
locking into an activity that may need to be altered based on 
changing external circumstances. With that in mind, I suggest 
four categories of Strategic Initiatives to be developed for each 
Strategic Direction.

SUSTAINING INITIATIVES

Established organizations already have programs in place, 
and in many cases they can and should continue to pursue 
these. However, they should be wary of organizational inertia, 
in which programs are so engrained that organizations rarely 
question their impact or relevancy. Do we really need to keep 
doing ten concerts a year? Do we really need to keep doing a 
Fall fundraising gala? Do we really need to continue to fund a 
Residency Coordinator position? The answer to these questions 
may very well be “yes,” but it’s crucial that we ask, every year, if 
the programs we are currently doing should continue. Periodic 
assessment of your current work is of immense value, especially 
in developing strategy. For example:

Our individual giving plan is working just fine, we are making 
progress, the environment is not showing signs of dramatic 
change, so we need to keep doing it as we are.
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Our corporate sponsorship plan is adrift; we are spending 
way too much time and energy on it. Besides, corporations 
are leaving our city, so the opportunities are fewer. Let’s drop 
it unless and until circumstances change that make it a more 
viable option.

ADVANCING INITIATIVES

Happily, some of our programs may be working so well that 
we should consider building on them to expand, deepen, or 
strengthen this work. These are Advancing Initiatives – courses 
of action that we’ll undertake this year to build on previous 
successes. Often, we neglect this area under the “if it ain’t broke 
don’t break it” mantra that we all know. We may be satisfied with 
the progress we are making with a given program, but it’s still 
worth considering whether enhancing the program would make 
it even more effective and impactful. Not all programs will fit 
this, but many will. Here are some examples:

Our K-3 school programs are loved and appreciated and 
funded by the school district, so we will keep doing them. But 
we also see an opportunity if we add the higher-level grades. 
Let’s add Grade 4 this year and see what the impact of that is.

The membership program we started last year is a modest 
success. We think we can expand this base of supporters 
by expanding the universe of people we have targeted for 
approach.

INNOVATING INITIATIVES

Although arts organizations are centers of creative thinking, 
they can still find themselves in something of a rut, continuously 
repeating previous programs and processes of the past. Most 
organizations have some core activities that pretty much 
define them, and between sustaining initiatives and advancing 
initiatives, you may well have about as much as you can handle. 
However, innovation is crucial to sustainability, and therefore 
every organization – no matter how successful, conservative, 
or traditional – must continually seek to introduce new ideas, 
programs, and initiatives into its ongoing work.
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There are multiple benefits to pursuing innovative strategies 
in each of your Strategic Directions. First, it helps keep staff 
focused on the future, the changing environment, and the need 
for the organization to adapt to those changes. In the day-to-day 
work of an organization, we can be so focused on “getting the 
work done” that we overlook external changes that can have 
an impact on the organization, now or in the future. Second, a 
focus on innovation prioritizes imaginative thinking, the type of 
creative thinking that is the lifeblood of any arts organization. 
Staff need to know that their creativity is not only accepted 
but expected! Creating such an atmosphere means that “little 
innovations” – new ways of performing old tasks, no matter how 
small or simple – becomes a habit within the organization, and 
staff understand that new ideas are welcome. Innovation is a key 
to becoming a learning organization. Only by trying and failing – 
or succeeding – at a new endeavor does learning happen.

Sustainability is a dynamic process, not a fixed outcome. 
Innovation ensures that dynamism persists within the 
organization. It can be internally initiated, not always imposed 
in a dramatic fashion by external events. The COVID-19 crisis 
thrust all arts organizations into a technological era that many 
had been avoiding or only cautiously approaching. Imagine 
if they had been testing out innovations in technology far 
earlier. How much further these organizations would have been 
when the pandemic struck. Instead, most were caught playing 
catch-up.

I recommend that arts organizations make a commitment to 
at least one innovative initiative annually: a new idea or activity 
that takes them in a completely different direction, while still 
having the potential to make progress toward their Vision. 
There are several ways to make this happen, from integrating 
innovation into the regular planning process to forming an 
“innovation team” charged with exploring “off the wall” ideas 
on an ongoing basis, bringing forward the ones that seem most 
promising and which would represent a material departure from 
conventional practice.

An example of this from YBCA was when Joël Tan, our Director 
of Community Engagement, proposed that instead of our usual 
“wine and cheese” art exhibition opening, we hold a “24-hour 
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opening” event that featured performers, hallway exhibitions, 
workshops, and other activities throughout the building. To say 
that my staff and I were skeptical would be an understatement. 
Nonetheless, after extensive conversations and planning, we 
made it happen. It succeeded beyond our wildest dreams as 
young people (our desired audience) lined up around the block 
to get into this unique event. Word of mouth was fantastic, and 
we continued some version of these quarterly happenings 
throughout my time there. The success of these events 
encouraged other staff to come up with their own creative ideas 
as well.

EVALUATING INITIATIVES

We live in a world of metrics that implicitly and explicitly assess 
the value of almost everything based on external responses. We, 
and the individuals and organizations that support us, want to 
know if what our organization is doing is “working” or not.

How we measure that is another question altogether, and 
here the weakness of an excessive reliance on quantitative 
metrics arises. Are we really assessing the quality/success of 
a performance based on how many people attend? If so, what’s 
the standard of excellence? A hundred? A thousand? Tens 
of thousands? Are we really assessing the value of an arts 
organization based on the size of its budget? If so, the bigger 
the budget, the more valuable and important the organization 
is believed to be. Are there arts organizations that are “too big 
to fail?” These are deeply problematic assumptions that, as arts 
leaders, we too often take at face value. If we are going to assess 
progress or accomplishments in relationship to our Strategic 
Directions, it is crucial that we establish metrics that are 
meaningful specifically to us; more often than not, these will be 
qualitative rather than quantitative. Yes, we are thrilled that the 
performance sold out, but did it create an impact on members 
of the audience? Were they emotionally affected? Were they 
moved to take some action following a performance? Was their 
life somehow enhanced by attending the performance? These 
are more difficult to assess for sure, but these are the metrics 
that should matter most to arts leaders, as they surely do to 
artists. Regrettably, if we don’t set the metrics that matter to us, 
others will de facto do that for us, and they may not be the ones 
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we want. For this reason, Evaluation is a Strategic Initiative that 
must be a key part of each Strategic Direction.

At YBCA, we used multiple evaluative criteria, and they were 
different for each Strategic Direction. In the category of Artistic 
Programming, often the most challenging arena in which to 
establish metrics, we created a five-point assessment that 
included:

Audience response: We talked to people after the performance 
and gauged what they thought of the performance.

Artist response: We asked the artists to assess the experience in 
its totality.

Critical response: If critics wrote about the performance, what 
did they say?

Curatorial response: What was the assessment of the 
responsible curator of the performance?

Numbers: How many people attended and how much revenue 
did we generate through sales and/or contributions with this 
performance?

Using these different sources of information, we then had a 
conversation among the relevant curatorial and support staff 
to discuss the pros and cons of what we had learned from 
these sources of information. From there, we could make an 
overall assessment. Invariably the answers were mixed, just as 
we expected. We noted both positive and negative responses, 
refusing to reduce a performance evaluation to either just the 
numbers or the “thumbs up, thumbs down” appraisal so common 
even in the arts. And we learned. If we saw areas where 
improvement was needed, we addressed them. If we saw areas 
of accomplishment, we noted these too, and basked in the joy of 
success.

In other more concrete areas – revenue generation, for 
example – we did remain firmly, though not completely, tethered 
to data. For example, if an innovation involved selling food and 
drink before performances and during intermission, we focused 
largely on the cost-benefit of doing this. We did also factor in the 
“amenities” value of this activity: the fact that having food and 
drink available made the performance experience more pleasant 
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for patrons. We would run this over a period of time – several 
months or even a year – and then make a specific assessment 
about whether we should continue based on both of these 
evaluative criteria.

Gathering metric data can be challenging in and of itself, and 
this too needs to be assessed for its cost-benefit. Is it worth 
expending the resources to gather this data (the surveys, the 
compilations, etc.)? Most importantly, will we actually use the 
information to change our actions? The value of assessment 
data comes from how it is interpreted and used to determine an 
organization’s future direction. In too many cases, assessments 
are made, discussions are held, but then we continue the way we 
had planned, regardless of the assessment results.

“Pivot or Persevere” is a relatively simple evaluative concept 
borrowed from tech start-ups that has relevance for the arts, 
especially as we evaluate our Advancing and Innovating 
Initiatives. In both cases, we are experimenting, sometimes 
from a strong base and sometimes with something completely 
new. Will we keep pursuing an Initiative (Persevere) or have 
we gathered enough data (quantitative and qualitative) to 
recognize we’re on the wrong track and must either change 
direction (Pivot) or give it up entirely? Holding a deliberate 
“Pivot or Persevere” conversation empowers organizations to 
move assessment into action. Otherwise, we are just gathering 
information for its own sake, which is a waste of time and 
resources.

The “Pivot or Persevere” conversation can occur at various 
times and formats depending on your organization and the 
project you are assessing. It’s critical to be ruthlessly honest 
about your evaluation and deliberate about the conversation. We 
can’t avoid it because “we’re just too busy” or “we all think it’s a 
failure, let’s just drop it and move on.” These can be challenging 
conversations to have; we all have projects or programs that we 
love more than the results we are getting. These conversations 
also risk devolving into short-term thinking (“We tried it once 
and it didn’t work so give up and move on”) when, especially in 
the performing arts, programs and performances often need 
to evolve over a longer period of time before reaching their 
potential.
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This is where the confluence of environmental scanning and 
customized metrics can really help. It may be that, for example, 
a particular performance did well – or did not do well – due to 
a specific external circumstance: unexpected competition from 
other events, oversaturation of the market, and one-time external 
disruptions like a severe weather event are just a few examples 
of factors that can distort results and skew your thinking. A 
decision to “Pivot or Persevere” should bring all these factors 
into account before a course of action is decided.

This is also where your personal leadership really matters. 
The “Pivot or Persevere” conversation often requires you to 
guide your staff through what can be a difficult decision-making 
process. As objectively as possible, you and your team will 
synthesize the factors in front of you, many of which will be 
ambiguous or contradictory, and arrive at a consensus decision 
on how to move forward. Staff who are deeply involved in a 
project can lose sight of the bigger picture. That’s your job as the 
leader: to keep egos, including your own, at bay and evaluate 
the project considering organizational direction and vision. 
No amount of data will guarantee the “right” answer. You can 
only use your best judgment, keeping in mind the Vision of the 
organization.

Evaluating Initiatives measure progress toward the Vision 
within each Strategic Direction. In practice, they are more 
akin to benchmarks, moments at which we note the progress 
we’ve made. It is also a good practice, as Anchorage Concert 
Association did with their Community Engagement Direction, 
to periodically take a cumulative look at the progress you 
have made on your Strategic Directions and apply the “Pivot or 
Persevere” model to these as well.

Before leaving this chapter on Strategic Thinking, I want to 
bring up the idea of Strategic Improvisation, a process that 
is enabled by the work you do on Strategic Directions and 
Strategic Initiatives. We set these Directions and Initiatives 
based on what seems like the best course of action at 
that specific moment in time. But as we all know, life and 
circumstances intervene that can suddenly throw us into a 
situation that requires us to make something of a snap decision 
about what to do. In these moments, we need to be able to make 
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decisions quickly, with the assurance that we are still moving 
in the desired direction, even if we need to change tactics and 
“improvise” from week to week, day to day, or even moment to 
moment. Sometimes there are disasters (recession, pandemic, 
social unrest) and sometimes they are opportunities – an 
unexpected gift from a donor, for example. Because we have 
developed our framework of Strategic Directions, we can 
be well positioned to improvise – to change course quickly 
when unexpected circumstances make that desirable or even 
necessary.

Strategic Initiatives provide us with a workplan. Knowing 
that we are working in a changing environment means we 
need to be prepared to improvise when the circumstances 
call for it. Because we are resilient and because we are a 
learning organization, because we both plan and improvise 
(simultaneously, if necessary), we can become a sustainable arts 
organization.
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In the last several years, a saying has emerged in business 
circles: “Culture eats strategy for breakfast.” Culture – that 
amalgamation of values, traditions, beliefs, policies, and shared 
understandings we have about organizational ideas and actions – 
can either support or subvert your strategic intentions. This is 
especially true in organizations that strive for sustainability.

Nonprofit arts organizations are deeply concerned with ideas, 
aesthetics, values, emotions, and intangible concepts like social 
justice, ethics, humanity, and even spirituality. Consequently, we 
tend to attract staff who share these core values and concerns. 
These are also the values of the people most likely to support 
arts organizations, whether they’re donors, ticket buyers, 
volunteers, or Board members. Arts leaders who recognize 
and embody these values are more likely to be effective heads 
of nonprofit arts organizations than the “hard-nosed business 
person” that Boards so often seek.

At the same time, it is undeniable that nonprofits operate in the 
context of a business world driven by data and dollars, cutthroat 
competition, short-term results, and maximizing profits. “Human 
capital” in the business environment is seen as an expense, one 
that, like all business expenses, is meant to be as minimal as 
possible in order to maximize profits, and not as an investment 
in real people with real lives. So long as businesses are built, 
grow, and profits increase, the core human values we hold dear 
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as arts leaders are often seen as secondary in conventional 
business practice.

One of the most difficult but important challenges of arts 
leadership is the ability to successfully integrate these two 
competing values sets within a single organization: the core 
human values of the arts and the business practices demanded 
by the marketplace. In addressing this challenging issue, false 
dichotomies regularly arise: money versus mission, quality 
versus quantity, people versus results, and so on. While I was 
leading one organization’s retreat, a Board member pronounced: 
“We can have excellence, or we can have diversity, but we 
can’t have both.” No one contradicted him. These dichotomies 
are false because sustainable arts organizations can and do 
successfully integrate these contradictory and conflicting 
worlds.

Many excellent arts leaders pursue a strategy of “balance” to 
deal with these contradictory values sets. This seems like an 
effective solution, but as an organizing principle, it has intrinsic 
problems that invariably come back to haunt. To begin, the very 
concept of “balance” implicitly acknowledges and reifies the 
dichotomy rather than resolving it. Balance is predicated on 
the idea of a fixed environment in which when one side gains, 
the other side loses; if one side predominates, then the other 
side recedes. The goal of balance is to equalize these competing 
forces. This formation precludes an integrated resolution of 
contradictory ideas, which, in turn, inhibits the development of a 
sustainable organization.

Sustainability recognizes that a dynamic, ever-changing 
environment requires a similarly dynamic organization, one 
that is in constant motion as it adjusts and adapts to the external 
world. Balance seeks a type of stability counter to the dynamism 
of the world that exists. At best, some leaders might strive for 
equilibrium: a dynamic, ever-shifting state of being but still 
one that is endlessly striving for balance. Equilibrium demands 
a constant series of “trade-offs” that also keep opposing 
methodologies in a state of conflict. A “balanced” program 
has an equal distribution of money-makers and money-losers, 
challenging and popular work, classical and contemporary, etc. 
Balance represents our desire to “keep everyone happy.”
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If we are to create a sustainable organization, however, we 
must do the harder work of integrating rather than balancing 
contradictory ideas (money-making or money-losing, art or 
entertainment, classical or contemporary, etc.). What would 
this look like? In programming, for example, it requires that 
we have a larger artistic overview (our Artistic Intent) that can 
synthesize all of our projects and events so that our artistic 
programs interrelate and “speak to each other.” Sustainability 
requires similarly diverse, integrated programs for community 
engagement and revenue generation. But nowhere is this 
integration of diverse points of view more critical than in 
Infrastructure – the leadership, staffing, systems, processes, 
and procedures that underlie the work and culture of our 
organization. In this final chapter on building a sustainable 
arts organization, I will suggest some strategies and practices 
that contribute to an integrated organization and determine the 
culture that will “eat our strategy for breakfast.” We begin with 
leadership.

RECONSIDER HOW YOU THINK ABOUT LEADERSHIP

In designing the Arts Leadership program at USC, I spent a 
year immersed in as much research and writing as I could 
find about the principles of leadership. As someone who came 
from the practice rather than the study of arts leadership, this 
was both frustrating and energizing. Frustrating because 
there are so many theories and ideas about leadership, many 
of them repetitive, overlapping, and contradictory. Trying to 
sort through and synthesize them into a succinct prescription 
for extraordinary or even effective leadership that could be 
taught was an enormous task and ran the risk of adding to the 
plethora of “checklist leadership” advice: Seven tips, Six ideas, 
Five commandments, Four practices, Three Habits of…. effective 
leadership, strong leadership, good leadership, and more. Books 
like these have their value, and most experienced leaders, 
myself included, have engaged with one or more of them at some 
point in our career. If you do, you’ll note that these prescriptions 
change, evolve, come into favor, go out of favor, sometimes in a 
matter of only a few years. Eventually, we learn that we have to 
let go of the prescriptive texts and develop our own approach to 
leadership.
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Rather than adding to the many leadership prescriptions, I 
want to suggest instead a framework for developing your “gut 
instincts” as a leader, such that they can be trusted to serve you 
well when you need them. This is an ongoing endeavor, one in 
which you continuously reconsider the idea of arts leadership 
even as you evolve your own approach to it. There are three 
parts to this process, and like your organizational strategies, 
they are dynamic, interrelated and operate simultaneously:

 Engage in serious self-reflection. Know and understand who 
you are, what your values are, and what contribution you 
want to make to the larger conversation.

 Be a learner. Integrate what you know and experience every day 
in a continuous process of learning on behalf of yourself and 
your organization.

 Build and work in partnership with a dynamic team of   
co-collaborators who are committed to joining with you in 
advancing the cultural conversation.

I deliberately use the word “conversation” – among ourselves, 
our communities, artists, and the world – because I believe it 
is a potent way to characterize the work of arts organizations. 
Real conversation is more than just talk. It is knowing yourself, 
building relationships with others, engaging with alternative 
ideas and divergent points of view, assessing perceptions, and 
embracing both the dreams and realities that are the substance 
of our work and our world. Arts organizations must understand 
themselves as active participants in this ongoing cultural 
conversation if they are to be sustainable, and arts leaders need 
to ensure that their organizations are continually advancing that 
conversation in meaningful ways.

ENGAGE IN SERIOUS SELF-REFLECTION

It’s something of a cliché, but nonetheless true, that leadership 
begins with you. Unless you have spent significant time trying 
to understand who you are, what you want from your life, what 
your own core values are, what brings you joy, satisfaction, 
and meaning, where you think you are headed – what your 
own personal “unattainable ideal” is – you cannot begin to lead 
others. You must do the hard, ongoing work of self-discovery 
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and self-awareness. Start now if you haven’t already and make 
this an ongoing practice.

There are dozens of avenues for self-exploration; find the 
one that works for you. The various leadership inventory tests 
like Meyer-Briggs Type Indicator® and others may be a place 
to start if that appeals. Some arts leaders have moved beyond 
initial assessment to a more deeply reflective approach that 
may be psychological or even spiritual in nature. Mindfulness, 
meditation, and a daily practice of reflection have become 
crucial tools for many of the most effective arts leaders. The 
point of these practices is to develop a deepened sense of 
self-awareness that evolves over time. We all change as we 
accumulate life experiences; often our values and beliefs change 
along with us as we acquire wisdom through the art of living. It’s 
important to be conscious of where you are now and aware of 
the direction in which you are evolving.

Knowing oneself means being vulnerable; confronting and 
accepting those aspects of leadership practice where you 
have room to grow. For example, I know that my strengths lie 
in vision and strategy, but I also know that when we turn to 
tactics, I am far less capable. I need people on my team who are 
strong tacticians. One of my most productive work partnerships 
was with YBCA’s Managing Director Scott Rowitz. From the 
beginning, Scott made it clear that he was completely energized 
by and committed to doing what was required to make our 
vision for YBCA a reality. When he told me this in his interview, 
it sounded too good to be true. But, in fact, for the entire time we 
worked together, he was true to this commitment. He worked 
hard to find and enact the plans and details necessary to bring 
our ideas to life. The faction of the staff that was frustrated with 
my inability to function at the tactical level were thrilled to have 
someone on board who spoke their language and understood 
their needs.

On the other end of the spectrum was our Director of 
Community Engagement Joël Tan. Joël is the epitome of “out 
of the box” (sometimes out of the universe) thinking. If Scott 
challenged me to be realistic, Joël challenged me to be daring, 
to imagine and aspire to ideas that sometimes made me nervous. 
The most creative and innovative programs that came out of my 
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time at YBCA emanated from Joël’s fertile imagination. Joël is a 
queer Filipino American who had extensive experience doing 
AIDS education in communities of color before he came to YBCA. 
I intuited that this would make him an exceptional leader of what 
was then our new Community Engagement Department – that he 
didn’t come from the standard issue arts education background. 
I knew he had perspectives and ideas that I did not and that our 
organization needed.

Working with Scott and Joël was never easy. We argued a lot 
and I spent a good deal of time mediating between them and 
various other staff who might have been frustrated with Scott’s 
methodical nature or Joël’s flights of fancy. Sometimes they 
even made me angry. But the energy that was created by our 
interaction together and the rest of the team was the lifeblood 
of YBCA. When Joël suggested that we turn our opening night 
parties into happenings (as described in the previous chapter), 
Scott, true to his nature, did not say no, though he did point out 
the many logistical and financial challenges this event would 
pose. Once we decided to go with it, he got to work organizing 
security, house management, and even late night free rides home 
for staff who had to work after public transportation had stopped 
operating. The result was a spectacular hit and boosted YBCA’s 
community visibility in a significant way. The building was 
packed through most of the night: overnight, we’d become a “hip 
destination” in downtown San Francisco, which had always been 
our desire but never our reality. This only happened because 
as the Executive Director, I had enough self-awareness to know 
that I needed both of these people to actualize our vision for the 
organization.

Strong arts leaders will spend a lifetime in self-reflection, 
drawing on their pasts, understanding their weaknesses as 
well as their strengths, and compensating accordingly. Like the 
sustainable organizations we run, it’s important and helpful for arts 
leaders to have their own “Foundational Documents” which we can 
think of in parallel to the organizational Foundational Documents 
described in Chapter 6. Here’s one way to think about this:

• Vision: our personal “unattainable ideal” to which we devote 
our lives. We don’t often think in these terms, especially 
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when we are young adults and our lives are consumed with 
the concerns of daily life, but we should. Ask yourself how 
you would imagine the world to be changed by your having 
lived in it? Big question for sure – as challenging to answer 
for ourselves as it is for our organization. And yet … take the 
plunge. Write it down, share it, keep it secret. But take the 
time to think about it.

• Core Values: the principles that guide our work and 
determine the people we aim to be. Most of us have at 
least thought about this at some point; take the time to 
write them down and see how the compare to those of 
your organization. A colleague once described for me the 
multiyear attempt he made to work at an organization who 
did not share his core values. He had a lifelong commitment 
to inclusion and that was not a value that the organization, 
which valued its exclusivity, shared. When he finally came 
to accept that this contradiction was irreconcilable, despite 
being highly regarded and well paid, he left the organization, 
inexplicably to his Board who failed to see the importance of 
coherence of organizational and personal values with their 
leader.

• Mission: how we intend to live and actualize our ideals. 
Again, this is not something we always think about as we go 
about job searching. But we should. The position should be 
one that challenges us personally of course but also one that 
enables us to continue progressing toward our Vision of the 
change we want to make in the world.

• Artistic Intent: the art that speaks most profoundly to us 
and to which we commit our ongoing engagement. As a 
multidisciplinary performing arts presenter, I have had the 
good fortune to work in a broad spectrum of performing 
arts and have found them to be energizing and satisfying 
in many ways. Only at YBCA did I get the chance to 
engage with the visual arts world and I was excited by the 
challenge. I learned a lot in ten years of working in that 
arena. One important lesson I learned is that while I value 
and appreciate the visual arts, it is not, broadly speaking, 
the art that moves me and to which I wish to commit my life. 
My visual arts curator at YBCA, Betti-Sue Hertz, was exactly 
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the opposite. Visual art means everything to Betti-Sue, and 
I admired the depth of her commitment to an art form that I 
appreciated but did not want to devote my life to.

• Communities that we care about and with whom we wish to 
be and work. At one point in my career, I applied for a Chief 
Executive Officer (CEO) position at a wealthy, “important” 
classical music organization in a similarly wealthy 
community. While I love classical music and the organization 
was a stellar one, something about it did not feel quite right. 
I progressed through the multiple interviews until the final 
stage, when I met with the Board search committee in the 
home of one of the organization’s wealthy benefactors. We 
sat around their dining room table overlooking the Pacific 
Ocean, the conversation ranged across my background, 
the quality (or not) of the performance I had seen the night 
before, their plans for the organization, etc. As we talked, 
I began to realize that while I cared deeply about the art 
form, I would find it impossible to care as much about the 
exclusive community the organization was serving – upper 
middle-class white people with excessive wealth. My entire 
life and career have been committed to creating diversity 
and access to the arts and this would have me serving an 
elite community of people. The next day, I withdrew from the 
search. This was not the community I wished to be part of 
and work in. As I wrote at the beginning, I have worked in 
five different communities, quite different from each other 
in every respect. But in each case, they were people and 
places in which I could feel at home, in which I could make 
a difference with my work and with whom I truly wanted to 
engage.

Self-awareness also means recognizing the advantages you 
have that you can bring to your work. As a white male, I 
recognize and acknowledge the many advantages that have 
accrued to me, some of them earned, many more not. Even 
though I came from a working-class family, I was able to achieve 
an advanced degree through multiple student loans and the help 
of my support network of friends and family. Overall, I was lucky, 
but also determined, to make life choices that guided my work 
toward my personal Vision.
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For every leadership position I considered, I ensured that 
there was coherence between my personal Vision and the 
organizational Vision. This is a principle that I stress to all 
arts leaders with whom I work. In every organization I’ve led, 
I’ve worked to diversify and contemporize artistic programs, 
to become more of a community partner, to give voice to the 
voiceless in the context of a system that also makes revenue 
generation a never-ending task. The organizations I’ve led have 
had to integrate artistic and financial sustainability, which is 
also true to my personal values.

Because my core values invariably guide my judgments 
and decision-making, I also realized that it was important to 
communicate them clearly to my employers, my organization, 
my staff, and my community. And I learned very early on 
that the price for violating my core values was rarely worth 
it. If I agreed that, for example, we would take on a Board 
member whose money was substantial but whose vision was 
not in alignment with the organization or if I hired a staff 
member who had the appropriate experience but did not 
enthusiastically share our organizational values, difficulties 
would occur, and usually quickly. I learned that adherence to 
my values and the organizational values had to underlie every 
decision I made.

BE A LEARNER

As I wrote earlier, in creating the Arts Leadership program at 
USC, I read many leadership books, but two that had particular 
influence on me are Leadership Jazz by Max DePree and 
Authentic Leadership; Courage in Action by Robert Terry. The 
overarching concept in DePree’s book – that organizational 
leadership is akin to a jazz ensemble – really resonated with 
me as an arts leader who wanted to avoid the pervasive and 
seemingly inevitable sports and military metaphors that crop 
up in conversations about leadership, team building, and 
organizational management. The chance to solo, to improvise, 
and still be part of the larger organization, creating beautiful 
new music together, epitomizes arts leadership to me.

Early in my career, I was lucky enough to attend a leadership 
workshop with Bob Terry, the author of Authentic Leadership: 
Courage in Action, which completely reoriented my thinking 
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about leadership. Terry’s emphasis on courage, authenticity, and 
the necessity of grounding your personal leadership practice in 
these core values resonated profoundly with me. To this day, I 
continue to scan the ever-growing field of leadership studies, not 
only to seek affirmation of my own values and beliefs about arts 
leadership, but also to seek new insights and inspirations.

The exemplary work of so many performing artists also 
taught me to think differently about what leadership means. I 
was especially inspired by artists whose work went against 
the grain of customary practice: people like Bill T. Jones, who 
has been pushing the boundaries of accepted and acceptable 
practice throughout his career. Similarly, gay performance 
artist Tim Miller, one of the aforementioned NEA Four, has 
been an inspiration for fearlessness in the face of societal 
hostility. Choreographer and MacArthur Fellow Liz Lerman 
has spent her career both writing and showing through her 
work what it means to connect art and community in organic, 
meaningful ways that have lasting impact. Seeing her work 
in action confirmed my commitment to the idea that the arts 
were vital to a vibrant and healthy community. Choreographer 
David Rousseve, whose decades-long career in dance, film, and 
visual art is an exemplar of personal, aesthetic, and conceptual 
evolution, inspires me because he never stops exploring the 
boundaries of his own work and pushing himself past his limits. 
Arts leaders need that courage and innovative spirit to thrive as 
well. Performance artist Dan Froot has also reinvented himself 
and the way he works after dozens of years of experience, 
exploring dance, spoken word, technology, and community 
engagement in remarkably creative ways. The contemporary 
dance artists from Africa that I have known – Faustin Linyekula, 
Beatrice Kombé, Qudus Onekiku, and many more – showed 
me what creative breakthroughs can be achieved through 
persistence as they work against seemingly insurmountable 
odds of resource deprivation and often societal disapproval. 
All of these artists, and many more, have so much to teach arts 
leaders about pursuing our work in the face of adversity and 
challenge.

“Learning by doing,” as the Arts Business Model Canvas shows 
us, is crucial both for developing self-awareness and being a 
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learner. Being a practicing artist, professional or not, can be 
an especially valuable experience of “learning by doing.” As 
administrators, we can become excessively left brain focused 
as we work through the details of our organizational challenges. 
Artistic work exercises our right brain, strengthening our 
intuition and creativity, those valuable but often neglected 
tools that enhance our leadership capabilities. In many cases, 
leaders are called upon to make important decisions with a 
limited amount of information, requiring them to “trust their gut.” 
Our reluctance to rely on our intuition may well be because we 
simply have not had the chance to practice. Practicing our art 
form, whatever it is, can help us hone our intuitive skills and 
learn to trust our instincts more easily.

We also learn about leadership through our own artistic 
practice by confronting the fear of not knowing – not having 
models to copy, templates to fill in, or “best practices” to follow. 
Understanding what it’s like to be a creative artist, to approach 
our work every day with the excitement – and risk – of not really 
knowing where our practice might take us is a humbling and 
profound way to strengthen our leadership capacity. These are 
skills and abilities that can’t always be taught in a leadership 
class but are inherent to artistic practice with its engagement, 
failure, incremental progress, and “aha” moments of insight. I 
encourage all of my students to sustain their artistic practice as 
an important complement to their administrative work.

An additional way of developing leadership skills is through 
engagement with mentors and coaches. Effective arts leaders 
are open to discovering people who are doing extraordinary 
work, however you define that and whatever field they are in. 
Once you find them, take time to observe what they say, what 
they write, what they do. If you can, engage them in conversation 
about their leadership and how they accomplish their work. Test 
that against your own actions and beliefs. The more external 
influences you admit into your work – not just as a leader but 
also more generally on behalf of your organization and your own 
self-awareness – the better leader you can and will become.

While learning from others, including other leaders, is an 
effective personal development tool, I am also a bit skeptical of 
attaching oneself to a single mentor. Given the complex nature 
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of the world we live in, it’s important to have multiple sources of 
learning and mentorship. I am also skeptical of “senior leaders” 
who set out to instruct younger leaders in “the way things work.” 
Too often, I have seen this perpetuate both bad ideas and an 
entrenched system that needs reimagining. Specific strategies 
that worked for me at certain points in my career are sometimes 
lessons that no longer apply, and I wince when I hear senior 
leaders tell young people in the field the “tricks of the trade” from 
30 years ago.

On the opposite side, I have had exceptional experiences with 
mentors younger and less experienced than me who provided 
me with fresh insights about leadership in the contemporary 
world. I learned a tremendous amount by participating in two 
“Creative Change” retreats led by the Opportunity Agenda, 
which brought together artists and activists from all over the 
country to share their work. In both cases, I was one of the 
oldest people in the room and also one of the few white people 
there. I watched and listened as people much younger than me, 
and from vastly different racial and economic backgrounds, 
talked about how they created art and built community around 
social issues, racial equity, advancing technology, and more. 
As a white minority in a room full of people of color, I learned 
in a visceral way what it felt like to be on the outside looking in, 
to be politely indulged when I spoke, to know I was not part of 
the majority culture in that space. Far outside my comfort zone, 
I learned to better understand and work with the challenges 
and accomplishments of those whose life experience was quite 
unlike mine. It certainly helped me change my own behavior 
when I returned to an environment in which I was the majority, 
affecting the way I spoke, the language I used, and the culture I 
sought to create in my own organization.

Executive coaches, if you can find the right one, can make 
you a much stronger leader. I learned this through my own 
experience with a coach. A couple of years into my time at 
YBCA, I realized that even after more than 20 years of arts 
leadership experience, I needed help. I was overwhelmed with 
intractable personnel problems, hobbled by a skeptical Board of 
Directors, and working within a hostile external environment. 
When my ability to deal with the work situation was beginning 
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to seriously impact my personal life, and on the advice of a 
supportive Board member, I contacted a local arts service 
organization that specialized in professional development tools 
for arts leaders. They gave me a list of a few names to contact. 
After speaking to several, I found I connected best with Rich, 
intuitively sensing that he could help me. Rich became the 
one person I could talk to honestly and explicitly about the 
challenges I was facing, my fears of failure, and my efforts to 
manage the various complex situations I was facing. Rich had 
been an accomplished organizational leader of a nonprofit social 
service organization. He had the insights and specific guidance 
I so desperately needed to find my way through what seemed 
like an impossible situation. Over time, I managed to turn myself 
and the organization around and went on to achieve the success 
I wanted for the organization. Having Rich as my coach was key 
to that accomplishment.

Organizational leaders frequently have no one with whom they 
can share the intimate details of their leadership challenges. 
Certainly not staff or Board, because too much is at stake 
in other ways with those relationships. Colleagues may be 
sympathetic but also friendly competitors, active in your 
ecosystem in ways that may make you unwilling to admit your 
fears and failings. Spouses/partners can only take so much of 
your work issues before they get tired of hearing about it. A 
good coach is fully on your side, able to hear your vulnerabilities 
and not betray your trust, with enough experience to help you 
find your way to potential solutions and help you discover 
specific and strategic solutions to your challenges. I called Rich 
my “work therapist,” and there was truth to that.

Clearly, listening and learning is a key not only to personal 
growth but also to excellent leadership at all levels. When I 
began my career, I was actually quite shy, intimidated by my 
working-class background and the perception that everyone 
around me was more experienced at dealing with whatever 
issue was being discussed. In a group situation, I was never 
the first to speak. I learned to listen closely to everyone else, 
especially those who felt compelled to be the first to speak. 
While listening, I worked to keep an open mind and tried to see 
if I could synthesize different points of view to see the larger 
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picture. Only then did I venture to comment. Little did I realize 
that I was developing a key leadership attribute that would serve 
me well as my career advanced.

People tend to talk more than listen, and in discussions 
will often seek validation for their point of view, aligning 
themselves with those who think like them. This groupthink 
can be damaging for the organization, which is yet another 
reason to ensure not only that you are working with a diverse 
staff of strong people who are unafraid to express individual 
perspectives but also that you are creating an atmosphere in 
which those less readily able to speak up can feel empowered 
to do so. Across my career, I have learned that my most 
crucial leadership ability is to be able to listen, hear, and 
acknowledge alternatives and contradictory points of view and 
synthesize these into a workable solution. This is a skill that 
takes practice, along with a strong sense of self-awareness 
and sensitivity to those with whom you are working. This leads 
to the third framing of effective arts leadership: building your 
team.

BUILD AND WORK IN PARTNERSHIP WITH A DYNAMIC 
TEAM OF CO-COLLABORATORS

Leadership only begins with you. The real work is with the 
people you can get to join you. I mentioned the key roles that 
Scott and Joël played in my success at YBCA, but they were also 
part of a larger dynamic team. I am always both amused and 
a little disheartened when I hear arts leaders complain about 
“all the time I spend dealing with staff when I could be getting 
work done.” Working with staff and Board, donors, artists, 
community members, and other sector leaders is your work; it is 
what it takes to “get things done.” What could be more important 
than assembling, nurturing, guiding, and coaching your team, 
leading a group of people to accomplish the work that you have 
collectively set out to accomplish? Every minute you spend 
with staff – hiring, orienting, evaluating, listening, problem-
solving, reprimanding, and even sometimes firing – is time well 
spent. These are the keys to your organization’s ability to make 
progress toward its Vision. My suggestion is that you spend 
more time, not less, with your staff and never stop seeking, 
finding, and learning better ways to lead them.
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Empowering people to be their best possible selves is vital 
to building a successful team, and often begins when you get 
out of the way. Ensure that your staff members fully grasp 
the intentions embedded in the Foundational Documents and 
Strategic Directions of the organization and are completely in 
alignment with them. Then, make it possible for them to find 
their own way forward within that framework. You can create 
deliberate strategies of empowerment, starting with being able to 
see potential in staff even when they don’t and providing growth 
opportunities even when they may be hesitant to take them on.

When I was at UApresents in Tucson, I had an Executive 
Assistant who was kept firmly in her place by the previous 
director. When I came onboard and realized that she aspired 
to do more, I opened the way for her to do that. At the time, 
we had no development staff, and while she had no direct 
experience with development, she had a desire to take on this 
challenge. I encouraged her to explore possible development 
strategies related to individual giving and sponsorships, an area 
in which she had expressed interest. She took this task on with 
enthusiasm, and I got out of the way. Eventually, she grew out 
of the Executive Assistant position and moved on to work very 
successfully in development.

Ironically, there are two bedrock human resource practices – 
job descriptions and performance appraisals – that are often  
structural impediments to empowering staff. Job descriptions 
can become the concrete delineation of your limits. By their very 
nature, they can hold people back, keeping them “in their lane.” 
Too many times over the past 30 years, I have seen work within 
an organization come to a halt, if not be fully subverted, because 
someone took a chance to move outside the lines of their job 
description. This deviation from the prescribed job limits causes 
“a problem” for someone else, often revealing deep personal 
insecurities as well as a desire to protect turf. To preserve 
order, we believe, we must know the rules and boundaries and 
keep everyone within them. That philosophy both implicitly and 
explicitly ensures that an organization, while orderly, is going 
to struggle with the flexibility, innovation, and adaptability 
required to achieve sustainability.

I had an interesting revelation about this some years ago on a 
trip to Cuba with a group of colleagues, during which we visited 
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several contemporary dance companies. We were uniformly 
impressed with the talent and ability of the dancers, who clearly 
had extraordinary training. But we were disappointed in the 
choreography, which seemed rather mundane. I found this 
very curious and disheartening. Later in the trip, we met with 
government officials and asked them about the reconciliation of 
creative activity with the controlling governmental system. Their 
response was: “Within the revolution, everything. Outside the 
revolution, nothing.” That statement helped me understand the lack 
of imagination we saw in much of the choreography. It also mirrors 
the usual organizational thinking embodied in job descriptions – 
within the job description everything, outside of it nothing – and it 
indicates why they can be innovation and creativity killers.

Like many organizational practices, job descriptions started 
for a good reason: as a way of providing clarity to the employee 
of what was expected of them and to prevent exploitation of 
employees by unscrupulous employers. For those who find 
the prospect of “disempowering job descriptions” alarming, 
I suggest a collaboratively designed “job narrative.” Invite 
employees to describe for themselves what they are doing, 
what they aspire to do, how they hope to grow, what values they 
bring to the organization, and how they can use their energy 
and skills to make progress toward the organizational vision. 
Share these narratives widely within the organization. Engage 
in active, ongoing conversations about the work and encourage 
employees to revisit their narratives frequently in light of 
changing circumstances both for them and for the organization. 
Talk about the progress they are making to achieve their 
personal as well as organizational goals and visions, and the 
areas in which they could make further progress. Empowering 
employees means working with them to help them determine 
what own their needs are, what your organization’s needs are, 
and how those two can coincide. My experience has always 
been that people respond better and perform better when 
they feel empowered to be fully active participants in the 
organization, not just holding down a job or meeting the limits of 
the job description.

Performance appraisals are another block to empowerment 
and adaptability, and I am happy to say that I am not the first 
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person to question their value to a dynamic organization. In fact, 
I have yet to see the payoff, except perceived legal protection 
in the case of having to let someone go. From the defined goals 
to be met (“let’s set a ceiling on what you can do”) to the “report 
card” nature of them, they infantilize employees into a fear 
of failing or disappointing the parent/teacher/boss. This is a 
really unproductive paradigm for an organization that needs 
responsible adults in the room working together to experiment, 
grow, and adapt to changing circumstances in order to succeed.

Performance appraisals also tend to work against team 
building, as individuals are too often punished or rewarded 
for their individual efforts and rarely seen in the light of larger 
collaborative organizational objectives. Employees are subtly 
(or in the case of markers like bonus structures, not so subtly) 
encouraged to work on behalf of themselves first, while the well-
being of the larger organization comes second. Occasionally, 
“effective teamwork” is one of the rating categories, but only as a 
small piece of a larger individual appraisal.

The alternative to performance appraisals is open, transparent, 
ongoing conversation, at and across all levels with all 
employees. This can be regularized on a quarterly basis, for 
example, to insure forward progress: “How are we doing?” 
“How are you contributing?” “How can we all contribute more 
effectively to achieving our vision?” In an open and transparent 
environment, you can replace supervisor judgment with 
collective assessment and even inspiration. Your aim as a 
leader is to get people to want to do better because they will 
be personally fulfilled, because they are inspired to do so, 
because they are invested in the organization’s development 
and success – not because it gets them a higher rating on their 
performance appraisal.

Sometimes, of course, it becomes obvious that it is best for 
both organization and employee for someone to move on. I have 
faced this situation several times, and my strategy has always 
been to try to help the employee come to that realization on his 
or her own. This requires more than an annual performance 
appraisal; it requires ongoing conversation and reflection on 
the part of the employee, the leader, and the organization. I view 
it as a success when an employee recognizes that a specific 
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circumstance or the culture of the organization is a poor fit for 
who they are and what they want. A choreographer friend of 
mine related the difficulty she had with dancers who wanted to 
be told exactly what to do versus dancers who wanted to engage 
with her in the creative process. No matter how exceptional the 
dancer was, if they could not contribute to the full development 
of the work, everyone would be better off if they went elsewhere. 
This holds true for administrative activities as well. Arts 
leaders of sustainable organizations need people willing and 
able to engage in the ongoing organizational development and 
contribute to the work of striving toward the organization’s 
Vision.

Actively soliciting, considering, and working through diverse 
points of view, especially about organizational direction and 
big picture decisions, is time consuming and can be frustrating. 
But if it is done effectively and enthusiastically, it will also 
lead to a stronger, more vital, more sustainable organization. 
My choreographer friend knew that the dancers who actively 
contributed to the development of new work were crucial to her 
company’s Vision. With the dancers’ contributions, the work was 
better, stronger, and more impactful than it would have been 
had they simply taken instruction from her. But this approach 
also required her to make space and time for their contributions. 
It required her to be willing to hear ideas that she didn’t 
immediately like or find valuable. The process of engaging with 
staff in this collaborative way insures that people will continue 
to contribute, even if their ideas are not immediately accepted. 
This also requires a leader whose ego does not get in the way of 
accomplishment, who takes more pride in the group effort than 
the realization of his/her specified idea.

My coach Rich also taught me that when a situation arises 
in which you finally do have to ask someone to leave, your 
objective should be for that person to see your releasing them 
from the organization as a gift. Firing someone means that 
no more can be done together and that everyone involved – 
employee, leader, and organization – must be released from 
obligation to one another. I was essentially fired from my first 
position at the Town Hall Arts Center (we mutually agreed that 
it was “time for me to leave”) when I had lost the confidence 
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of most of the Board. It was scary and painful, and I was 
unemployed for several months before I was able to find a new 
position. But it was also the boost I needed to break out of my 
limited view of who I was and what I could do and move on to 
greater challenges. It took some years for me to admit it, but that 
organization did me a favor by letting me know that it was time 
for us to part ways.

A common misperception about building a strong collaborative 
organization is the idea that turnover is bad for the organization: 
that it is costly, disruptive, and results in the devastating loss 
of institutional memory, among other consequences. At YBCA, 
one Human Resources Director who worked for us for a time 
was quite concerned about turnover. Some of our younger staff 
were coming to us in entry-level positions, staying for a year or 
two, and then moving on. Through her Human Resource lens, 
this was an organizational problem. Looking at our organization 
through the lens of the larger arts ecosystem, however, we saw 
that the reason many people were leaving was because they had 
reached as far as they could go in our organization and wanted 
to move on to different or more challenging positions with other 
arts organizations. An important role that we played in the arts 
ecosystem was to provide opportunities for young professionals 
to get their start in the arts sphere. Nothing made me happier 
than knowing that an employee had left us for a better position 
where they had the opportunity to learn and grow even more 
than they had with us.

New staff can help to create new energy and vitality in the 
organization. It can also allow organizations to evolve in an 
organic way. Even when I lost a highly valued staff member, 
I always knew that it was also an opportunity to bring a 
different energy into the organization. That thinking also 
guided my hiring process as I went looking for someone who 
would bring that new energy and not simply be a replica of the 
person who left.

To me, staff turnover was always an opportunity more than 
a loss. But sometimes, staff turnover is indeed symptomatic of 
deeper cultural problems that need to be addressed. It can also 
be a sign of poor hiring practices that bring the wrong people 
into the organization in the first place. Your role as the leader is 
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to be open to both of these possibilities, to honestly engage with 
the departing staff member as well as the remaining staff to try 
to get a nuanced feel for the situation and the reasons behind the 
staff departure. This does not mean taking the word of either a 
perpetually disgruntled staff member or the reassurance of your 
closest staff allies. Your job is to listen and synthesize, take in 
the feedback, then come to the conclusions that will guide your 
future hiring process and/or the culture that has emerged within 
the organization.

BUILDING A DIVERSE, EQUITABLE, INCLUSIVE 
ORGANIZATION

There are multiple reasons to prioritize Diversity, Equity, and 
Inclusion (DEI) within your organization, the first and most 
important being that it is simply the right thing to do by any 
measure of ethics, values, or justice. There is no moral reason 
why an organization would not be committed to diversity, 
inclusion, and equity, even if this weren’t such a high-profile 
issue at this time. We sometimes seem to lose sight of this moral 
imperative as we become engulfed in DEI strategy development.

Beyond simply being the right thing to do, there are also more 
“practical” reasons for arts organizations to seriously work on 
DEI within their organization. A commitment to DEI matters to 
communities, audiences, Board, donors, and staff who share our 
organizational values. In 2020, following the death of George 
Floyd and the protests that followed, many arts organizations 
experienced the fallout from their previous lack of commitment 
and scrambled to catch up. Some realized they needed to take a 
more assertive posture and quickly began to issue statements of 
support and commitment. Those organizations that had been in 
the forefront of DEI issues, many of them organizations of color, 
found it bittersweet at best that other organizations were finally 
seeing the light.

We can add to the list of reasons for a commitment to DEI that 
it is a necessity for a sustainable organization. Reflecting on 
the very concept of sustainability, we note that diversity is a 
core element of any discussion of sustainability. It is simply not 
possible to exist and persist without the ongoing participation 
and influence of an assemblage diverse people, backgrounds, 
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and perspectives. Actualizing a commitment to DEI must occur 
at all levels and in all aspects of the organization.

A commitment to DEI begins with the Foundational Documents. 
Unless this commitment is grounded in core organizational 
beliefs and values, every action taken risks being token at best. 
Next, assembling a team of dynamic co-collaborators ensures 
that a lived, actualized commitment to diversity and inclusion 
is fully integrated into all aspects of your organization and your 
decision-making process. Unfortunately, too many people, like 
the Board member I referenced earlier, fail to see the connection 
between excellence, sustainability, and DEI. This occurs not 
only in discussions of the art but of your team, internal policies, 
strategies, evaluation, planning … the entire organizational 
structure and culture. Effective arts leaders ensure that DEI 
is embedded in practice throughout the organization: job 
narratives, job postings, internal work assignments, team 
building, daily interactions, and more. Otherwise, it is a hollow 
concept.

Hiring committees often look for “fit” – the person who will 
most easily slide into the preestablished organizational culture. 
This can be dangerous. “Cultural fit” has been used as a reason 
to systematically exclude women and people of color from 
positions of leadership and authority for decades. The culture 
created by a staff in which we are “all on the same page” can 
easily become self-referential, self-defining, and even toxic. 
Building a diverse team helps ensure a creative and energetic 
environment in which the art – and the work required to bring 
it forward – can flourish. The senior management team I had at 
YBCA was extraordinarily diverse. Given our widely different 
backgrounds, histories, cultures, ways of working, and modes of 
interaction, it was a challenging team to manage. But the energy 
that came from this group and the passion they brought to our 
work ensured that our organization would thrive.

Especially in hiring decisions, diversity only happens with 
intentionality. As the leader, you need to be vigilant about 
processes that are inclusive. Group decisions often tend toward 
the comfortable and authentic diversity can sometimes be 
uncomfortable. Arts leaders cannot allow their organizations 
to step away from that discomfort. Ensure that your hiring 
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committees not only “cast the net widely” in recruiting, but 
actively and determinedly bring into the organization people 
who challenge them and make them a little uncomfortable. This 
was absolutely the case with Joël, whom I hired against the 
wishes of many staff who were looking for a more traditional 
“arts education” person. I knew he had the talents we needed, but 
I also knew that hiring him would likely cause some degree of 
internal disruption and that I would need to expend extra effort 
working with him and other staff to ensure he had the support 
he needed to do his best work. Over time, people began to see 
the value of his creativity to the organization and began to adjust 
their working styles and expectations accordingly. The internal 
culture became much more open and innovative as others 
saw their own opportunities to grow. The energy generated by 
creating a dynamic, diverse, and collaborative team is the energy 
that drives a successful and creative organization.

If real change is to occur, every arts organization must 
welcome and embrace our obligation to correct historic 
inequities and imbalances, especially around race, gender, 
sexual orientation, and class. This is true for any organization 
that seeks to connect with the contemporary world and remain 
(or become) relevant to changing communities. Entrenched 
structural inequities must be acknowledged, deconstructed, 
and rebuilt in equitable ways. It will require purposeful hiring 
decisions that address historic inequities, foster diversity at 
every level, and systematically advance marginalized people 
into positions of power within the organization. It will require 
redesigning programs to foreground work by artists, especially 
Black, Indigenous, and People of Color (BIPOC) artists who 
are redefining the “mainstream,” alongside ongoing, focused 
efforts to communicate, connect, and collaborate with multiple 
communities. As the leader, your job is to set the tone, live the 
values you and your organization espouse, and ensure that 
others join with you in doing so. In this way, you can build and 
lead the team that is required for a sustainable arts organization.

BEYOND CULTURE; SOME SPECIFIC  
THOUGHTS ON STRATEGY

Creating a sustainable organizational culture is one part of 
the equation. Even though “culture eats strategy for breakfast,” 
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strategy is the site where culture, values, and ideals are made 
real through specific action. This means redesigning how we 
do our work in ways that align with the artistic process and the 
ecological systems that are essential to creating a sustainable 
organization. What follows are some specific strategic framings 
that extend beyond the general concept of leadership and 
toward specific strategies to achieve sustainability.

RETHINK THE ORGANIZATION CHART

The conventional organization chart is both linear and 
hierarchical, two concepts that work against sustainability. 
They are also “skills-based”: all the Marketing people are 
grouped together, all the Production people are together, 
all the Programming people are together, and so on. For an 
industry like manufacturing, this makes some sense. For an arts 
organization, it is wrong-headed. Yet, it persists.

I have implemented several different staff reorganizations 
over the course of my career. Sometimes, these were driven by 
financial considerations – we needed to “downsize” to meet the 
funding realities – but in all cases, they were about creating 
an organizational design that cohered with our values systems 
in order to effectively accomplish the work. If you center 
your values and vision, the opportunity for an innovative and 
effective staffing structure emerges, one that is not centered 
around “departments” but is instead designed around your 
Strategic Directions and the human resources required to 
make progress in each of these areas. This can take the form of 
“cross-disciplinary teams,” which many organizations pursue 
on a project-to-project basis, but which could also serve as a 
prototype or experiment for your organization as you transition 
away from siloed departments.

Many organizations remain hamstrung by a skills-based 
organization even when we know we need something different, 
and some arts leaders would like to make this change but are 
uncertain how to go about doing so. I recommend beginning in 
the area of artistic programming, both because it is your core 
activity and also because it is a naturally collaborative endeavor. 
Look at your Strategic Direction for artistic programming, 
decide on the Strategic Initiatives you are going to pursue, and 
assemble the staff who are equipped and empowered to execute 
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on the strategy. They will have specialized knowledge in specific 
areas (curatorial expertise, production, community engagement), 
but the focus of their work is to advance the strategy, not to build 
the department.

Structuring staff and systems around strategy rather than 
departments, means finding people who are able and willing 
to work across multiple areas with a diverse team of fellow 
professionals. For example, someone with marketing expertise 
could well be positioned to work on both your community 
strategy and your revenue generation strategy. An operations 
person would be a vital part of the artistic programming team 
but also the infrastructure team. Such an approach calls for a 
structure and strategy in which a designated team leader guides 
a diverse group of professionals toward making progress on the 
strategy. In place of reporting lines or supervisor accountability, 
there is a need for shared responsibility, horizontal 
communication, transparency, and an unwavering commitment 
to the strategic direction. The most highly developed skills 
of creativity, cooperation, compromise, listening, and group 
process are required for this approach to be a success.

For some staff, this is a challenging way to work. Younger 
employees at the start of their professional lives are more likely 
to be at ease with a new approach to organizational design than 
older employees who have invested their careers in building 
discrete, specialized expertise. As the leader, your primary 
job is managing your diverse workforce – one that is multi-
generational as well as multicultural. 

INSTITUTIONALIZE INNOVATION

Another high priority for the leader of a sustainable arts 
organization is to institutionalize innovation; to embrace and 
encourage innovative thinking everywhere and at all levels. 
Creating a culture of innovation requires that you create a 
culture of acceptable failure, recognizing that there will be 
dozens of failures for every success. Moreover, failure can be 
reframed as an experiment and learning opportunity based 
on the results of what you tried. Institutionalizing innovation 
also means creating a process by which any staff member 
can advance an idea, test it out through a prototyping process, 
get feedback, and then participate in a “Pivot or Persevere” 
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conversation that establishes the next step. With such a process 
in place, “off the wall” ideas can be tried, failure can be an 
acceptable option, and collaboration is key. As described in the 
last chapter, this is precisely the approach we took at YBCA, 
and over time it began to pay off. No longer was Joël the only 
person spinning out new ways of achieving progress on our 
strategies; others began coming forward with ideas drawn 
from their experience and their unique perspectives within the 
organization. By now we all know that the frontline staff often 
have the most effective solutions; senior staff do not possess all 
the wisdom or creativity that the organization needs.

One obstacle you may encounter is the “expertise” issue. 
People who have spent years studying a particular aspect of 
the field – marketing, finance, development, and others – tend 
to have little patience for “amateurs,” even those within their 
own organization. This is a particular problem for artistic 
programming: everyone thinks they are an expert on “what 
people want to see” or “what programs we should do,” and many 
curators are simply not interested in hearing your opinion 
unless your knowledge of the art or the art form matches theirs. 
This is an understandable response, but not a helpful one; it 
makes it difficult for curators, or indeed any “expert” within the 
organization, to receive feedback from the valuable source of the 
“insiders/outsiders” with whom they work.

The insider/outsider is someone inside the organization but 
outside the specific area of expertise. They are likely to have 
extensive knowledge of the organization’s history, purpose, 
practices, and external relationships, and can often hold a 
perspective that the “expert” – focused as they are on their 
specific area of expertise – may not have. It is important for 
the “expert” to give them room to express and share their ideas 
rather than shutting them down with phrases like “That’s not the 
way it’s done in our field” or “We tried it that way once before 
and it didn’t work.” An insider/outsider can make a strong case 
for “Let’s try it and see what happens,” which is all you need to 
get started.

Once you institutionalize innovation and show staff how 
seriously you value it, you can unleash the power of creative 
thinking throughout the organization, which will create the 
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energy to ensure that you can keep making progress toward 
your Vision, sometimes in unexpected ways.

CONTINUOUSLY ENGAGE THE COMMUNITY

The walls between an arts organization and its surrounding 
community need to be porous. You want to be focused outward, 
paying attention to, and engaging continuously with the 
community that you serve. Nothing bad will happen by letting 
the community be a part of your work.

There are multiple ways to invite your community into your 
work, even beyond the popular “community advisory councils” 
and the volunteer Boards of Directors (and their committees). 
If you have a facility, you can keep your doors open all the 
time, as the 24th Street Theater does in Los Angeles. There 
is free coffee and water in the lobby, and people from the 
neighborhood can wander in to watch rehearsals if they 
want. In accordance with the ethos of the theater, the staff are 
always available to listen and engage with the community. This 
has made 24th Street Theater a lynchpin of its surrounding 
community.

There are dozens of other community-based strategies that 
arts organizations can and do employ to ensure that they are 
recognized as an active, caring, vital part of the community: 
holding open forums for political debates (especially about 
something other than the arts), being a locus of information 
about governmental programs, a gathering place at times of 
community crisis, and more. One organization I know was a 
center for services for undocumented immigrants by day and a 
performance space by night. Tonality, a choral ensemble in Los 
Angeles whose mission is to create social change through choral 
music provides space at each of their concerts for nonprofit 
social service organizations to disseminate information about 
their services to the Tonality audience. The days of the “culture 
palace” are long gone. The arts are necessary for a healthy 
community and arts organizations must work assiduously to 
fulfill that role. It’s helpful to remember that many people in your 
community believe you are really lucky to work in the arts – 
share your joy and passion about what you do with them. They 
are the reason for your work.
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GENERATE REVENUE FROM MULTIPLE (UNEXPECTED) 
SOURCES

How much revenue you need, and where you get it from, is 
a major challenge for arts leaders, and there is no singular 
prescription for success. Young arts leaders often ask me, 
“What is the correct ratio of earned to contributed revenue?” 
My answer is that there is no answer to that question, despite 
the “more or less half and half” conventional wisdom that seems 
to predominate. When I was the performing arts presenter at 
the University of Arizona, we operated a well-respected, highly 
valued program with great artistic integrity that received 
85% of its revenue from ticket sales. When I went to YBCA, 
the percentages reversed and we received only 15% of our 
revenue from ticket sales. Both were successful organizational 
models that did exceptional work for their communities. But 
each revenue model was adapted to the circumstances of the 
community and the organization.

The more strategies you develop for bringing in revenue, the 
more resilient your organization will be. This is both protective 
and opportunistic. It’s protective because if you are overly 
reliant on one source, even a perceived stable source like city 
tax revenues, you are at a much graver risk of devastating 
impact if something happens to that source of revenue. It’s 
opportunistic because, if your revenue-generation strategy 
team is focused on finding and exploiting multiple new revenue 
sources, you may find many unexpected opportunities to change 
your revenue picture for the better. Once you let go of the set 
categories of ticket sales and donations and begin to imagine 
other possibilities, you will be surprised at what is possible.

At YBCA, we made significant revenue gains through theater 
rentals to tech companies for product presentations. We did a 
house raffle that made millions for our organization. Arguably, 
neither of these were “mission-driven” activities, though, as I 
have pointed out, the work of tech companies experimenting 
with new ideas and new ways of working was analogous in 
many ways to what we were doing as a contemporary arts 
organization dedicated to exploring new ideas within our 
ecosystem. Nonetheless, I reject the idea that all revenue-
generating activity needs to be mission driven or else you 
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are diverting resources from “what really matters.” In fact, 
I would argue that it can be a better strategy to enable a 
“side hustle” that is meant primarily, if not solely, to generate 
revenue to support your mission-centric activities than to water 
down mission-based programming in order to attract larger 
audiences. We see the latter strategy happen all the time as 
arts organizations “expand their artistic focus” by adding pops 
programs, doing well-known but overproduced plays and 
musicals, and focusing on big-name celebrities, all in the name 
of generating revenue. I would much rather get the revenue we 
need to operate from “unrelated” sources than diminish our 
programming commitment and/or our commitment to making 
the arts accessible to the whole community, regardless of their 
ability to pay. Creativity in revenue generation is a crucial skill 
for arts leaders of all types.

CREATIVE CURATORIAL THINKING

The root of the word curate is from Medieval Latin and means 
“to have spiritual charge of.” I can think of no better way of 
understanding the role of the performing arts curator. More than 
simply putting a program together, it’s having spiritual care 
of the art, the artists, and the community which you choose to 
serve. It is an awesome responsibility, grounded in the dynamic 
created between art, artist, organization, and community.

In the current environment, however, everyone believes they 
are a curator and everything is “curated” – from your social 
media presence to your wardrobe. This is not only a debasement 
of the very idea of curating but also a disservice to artistic 
directors and professional curators, whose years of study and 
expertise have become devalued in favor of the “wisdom of the 
crowd”; gatekeepers are no longer wanted.

With the explosion of artistic possibilities that characterizes 
our world, the need for a curatorial approach to program 
design however, has never been more necessary. Curators 
can and do have an important role to play in the arts today. 
Returning to the original sense of the word “curate,” curators 
must give up their past position as aloof arbiters of taste and 
turn to a more creative, dialogic strategy, one which recognizes 
and understands the needs and desires of the community. 
More than simply “selecting the best artists,” the curator of a 



Creating a Culture of Sustainability 213

sustainable arts organization is interested in creating dynamic 
conversations with the art, artist, and community. Curators still 
need extensive training and knowledge about the arts. They 
also need extensive knowledge about and investment in the 
communities they serve. We need and want curators who care 
deeply about the social, emotional, aesthetic, and spiritual health 
of their communities and who make their decisions accordingly.

EMBRACE AMBIGUITY AND EXPECT CHAOS

By now, we are all too aware that we are living and working 
in a chaotic time of change and disruption. Many people find 
it difficult to function in such an environment and so work 
assiduously to put order to the chaos, to create stability, to build 
“strong” organizations that resist rather than embrace change. 
While I respect our need to make order out of chaos, I would 
suggest that the way to a sustainable, meaningful organization 
is to embrace chaos and the ambiguity that comes with it. We 
are living in a constant state of uncertainty with a future that 
is both unknown and unknowable. As leaders, our work must 
be to help our staff, audiences, Boards, donors, and community 
recognize and adapt to the idea of living and working in a state 
of ambiguity. If we can make that shift and stop expecting things 
to be “settled,” we can move forward with confidence in the 
decisions we make “at this time” and the course we are following 
“in this circumstance” without being locked in to an immutable 
strategy that may well lead to our demise.

On more than one occasion, I have had staff say to me, “Can we 
please just stop all these new ideas for a while? There’s too much 
change going on!” This is an understandable point of view, and 
you certainly don’t want your staff to feel frightened or intimidated 
by a chaotic-seeming workplace. There are ways to mitigate this. 
Transparency: regular check-ins about what’s happening within 
the organization is a must. As the leader, you can diffuse difficult 
situations before they get out of hand, reward cooperation over 
competition and create an atmosphere of energy and excitement. 
Strategies like these go a long way toward assuaging peoples’ 
worries that the organization is out of control. Everyone should 
feel confident that we are all headed in the same direction, that 
productive progress is being made towards achieving our vision, 
and that the chaos that surrounds us is not disruptive or a sign of 
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discontent but is the energy that we need to push on with doing 
our work and ensure that our organizations are sustainable as 
we change and evolve and adapt along with the environment. 
I call this “benevolent chaos”: the energy we need for growth 
and change that is coming at us fast and furious and in multiple 
directions but is contained within a loosely defined framework 
that prevents us from going completely off the rails. We don’t have 
the ability to manage absolutely every detail of our world, and 
why would we want to? We need that healthy mixture of energy 
and activity and some guidance for steering it in productive ways. 
Welcome benevolent chaos.

CONCLUSION

On Tuesday, November 8, 2016, like many Americans, I left work, 
drove home, and turned on the television to watch what I thought 
quite certainly would be the election of the United States’ first 
woman president. We had twice elected a black American as 
President, something most of us thought would never happen in 
our lifetimes. Now it seemed another barrier was about to fall.

Also, like many other Americans that evening I sat in front 
of the television and watched in disbelief as state after state 
fell to the most unqualified presidential candidate in history. It 
wasn’t just that a Republican beat a Democrat; his election was 
a repudiation of the ideas and ideals that many of us thought we 
had affirmed with the previous elections, of the progress as an 
enlightened society that we thought we had been making. For 
many of us, it was a profoundly disturbing sign that as a country 
and a culture, we did not hold at least some shared values of 
basic decency, respect, justice, and equality. “This is not who 
we are,” claimed many, following the election. Alas, said many 
others, it is exactly who we are, and if you did not know that, you 
have not been paying attention.

On the day following the election, still stunned, I had to board 
a plane for Anchorage, Alaska, to facilitate a strategic planning 
retreat with the Board and staff of the Anchorage Concert 
Association (ACA). The previous summer, ACA’s Executive 
Director Jason Hodges had been one of the Leadership Fellows in 
a program that I developed and ran in collaboration with APAP 
for mid-career leaders who wanted to reexamine the work of 
their organization, the context within which they were working, 
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and remake their organization in a changing environment. 
Jason, who had been the Executive Director at ACA for several 
years, was eager to take on this challenge. He was aware of the 
external changes occurring in his community and the world, 
and he knew that ACA also had to make change if they were to 
continue to be an organization serving the whole community. He 
asked me to help him work with his Board and staff to redirect 
the work of ACA.

On the day after this horrifying election, flying to Alaska to 
facilitate a Board planning retreat was one of the last things I 
wanted to do. But I had made the commitment and there was 
nothing to do but follow through. So off I went to Anchorage.

I arrived on Wednesday evening and was immediately taken 
to an ACA-sponsored house concert featuring HAPA, a musical 
duo from Hawaii with one member of European descent and 
the other Polynesian. Their wonderfully unique music blends 
traditional Hawaiian music with modern rock, and they are quite 
popular both in Maui, where they live and work, and in Alaska 
(this was their second or third trip to Anchorage). The setting 
for the concert was a beautifully designed house on the shore 
of a lake, well suited for such an event. I expected the usual 
“high-end-donor” event in which mostly white, wealthy folks 
would stand around with glasses of wine, chatting, and casually 
listening to nice music. Imagine my surprise to discover a 
remarkably diverse group of people there, many of them young 
volunteers for ACA who worked day jobs as bank tellers and 
similar entry-level positions. Alaska is a magnet for people from 
all over the world, especially Asia, who come there to make a life 
for themselves, and this was evident in the room. It is also home 
to Alaska Natives, indigenous people who had been there since 
long before it was “discovered,” and native Alaskans, people 
of non-native descent who were born there – two completely 
different groups, I was pointedly told at one point. Right from the 
beginning, I felt that if there was a “real America,” this was it.

The house concert that evening was remarkable. Every 
person in the room was raw from the election results: no one 
was pleased with the outcome, and the music, while not overtly 
political, spoke to these deep feelings of loss and despair. But 
as music can and often does, it also provided a bit of hope, 
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sustenance, and even joy as we – a disparate group of people 
brought together fleetingly for this one evening – shared a 
performance experience together. The sadness and despair 
that I had been feeling since early that morning lifted a bit, 
and I recognized again the power of the arts to transform. That 
evening, as I returned to my hotel room, I decided that being in 
Anchorage for this event on the day after this disastrous election 
was probably the best thing that could ever have happened to me.

The following morning, we started the retreat with a “check-in”: 
a chance to go around the room and for each person to 
express “where they were” and how they were feeling at that 
moment. One by one, people talked simply, eloquently, and 
often passionately of their dashed hopes, of their deep personal 
despair, of the shame they felt for what had happened, and 
their fear of what would come next. Tears were shed, hugs of 
sympathy and compassion were exchanged. By the time we got 
through everyone, we had become a cohesive group, bonded 
together, and seeking a way forward for ourselves, for each 
other, and for the community.

We moved on to a quick version of an Environmental Scan, 
and people talked a lot about the economy. Though many in the 
continental United States see Alaska as some far-flung outpost 
of civilization, Alaskans don’t see themselves that way. Rather, 
they view themselves at the center of a global environment with 
extensive trade between the United States and (especially) Asia. 
What would happen, they worried, with the “anti-trade” and “anti-
China” talk of the new president? Being a global hub, people had 
come to Anchorage from all over the world and they wanted, 
they needed, to live and work together. The Board very much 
saw one of their organization’s functions as being a site of arts 
activity that brings people together and builds bridges among 
disparate cultures.

As we moved on to setting Strategic Directions, the group’s 
commitment to inclusivity – to being the place where multiple 
stories are told, multiple heritages celebrated, multiple points 
of view expressed – came out in the form of a redoubled effort 
to take on the task of directly addressing the familiar local 
issues of alienation, poverty, and sometimes violence through 
the work of the ACA. In retrospect, it is probably not surprising 
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that the response to this devastating election was a renewed 
commitment to fight against what seemed to be a repudiation 
of the values that everyone in that room shared and enacted in 
their lives and work.

A few years later, I returned to Anchorage to see the results 
of the work they had done, especially around their Community 
Engagement strategy. Over a period of several months, Tamica 
Washington-Miller, co-Artistic Director of Lula Washington 
Dance Company (LWDT) in Los Angeles, had made several trips 
to Anchorage to work with immigrant and indigenous cultural 
communities. On a brisk night in April of 2019, I ventured out to 
the Boys and Girls Club Community Center in Anchorage. This 
was not your typical performance space, and a far cry from the 
elegant performing arts center in downtown Anchorage that is 
the site of most of ACA’s presentations.

What transpired that night was extraordinary. A 
choreographed piece by LWDT was followed by representatives 
from the dozen or so local communities that showcased their 
own cultural expressions. It concluded with a mass dance 
gathering led by Tamica and LWDT, in which most everyone, 
artists and even some audience, participated. It is hard to 
explain what really happened that night, except to say that joy 
abounded and the power of the arts to create bonds among 
disparate communities was on full display. It set a high bar for 
ACA and their subsequent work with community organizations, 
but one that they have sustained in the years since.

The next day, on the plane back to Los Angeles, I reflected 
on the whole visit and what it meant. I thought a lot about 
resilience and sustainability. Maybe it has to do with being in 
Alaska, whose extremes of weather make all sorts of ventures 
a challenge. People there were used to struggling and would 
continue to do so no matter what external events came their 
way. I reflected too on the strength of diversity: I’d seen people 
of diverse backgrounds sharing arts experiences designed to 
bring them together, not drive them apart. I’m not under any 
illusion that Anchorage is a conflict-free zone of love among 
cultures; I know there are challenges that can seem intractable 
in peoples’ lives. But there was hope there as well and optimism 
that they could work through their lives together.



From Theory to Practice; Enacting Organizational Change218

What I especially thought about was how that hope was 
centered around art: around music and dance, around a 
performance experience that was, in a remarkably simple way, 
transformative for these people at this time and this place. And 
while I was humbled by the experience, I was also reaffirmed 
in my belief that the work we do as arts leaders and arts 
organizations is meaningful, is profound, and is vital to our 
civilization and our humanity. Our job, our mission, our passion 
as arts leaders must be to do everything we can to build the 
organizations we need to sustain this meaningful work for 
ourselves, our communities, and the world.
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