




Paul G. Allen Family Foundation Bright Spots

The operating environment for nonprofit cultural 

organizations today is daunting. Demographic 

shifts, changing participation patterns, evolving 

technology, increased competition for consumer 

attention, rising costs of doing business, shifts in 

the philanthropic sector and public funding, and 

the lingering recession form a stew of change 

and uncertainty. Every cultural organization is 

experiencing a combination of these shifts, each 

in its own way. Yet, while some organizations 

are struggling in this changing context, others 

are managing to stay healthy and dynamic while 

operating under the same conditions as their 

peers. These groups are observable exceptions, 

recognized by their peers as achieving success 

outside the norm in their artistic program, their 

engagement of community, and/or their financial 

stability. These are the “bright spots” of the 

cultural sector.*  

Who are they?  

What are they doing differently?  

What can we learn by studying their behavior?

* Following the bright spots is a problem-solving technique described in the book 

Switch: How to Change Things When Change is Hard, by Chip and Dan Heath
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To explore these questions, the 

Paul G. Allen Family Foundation 

asked Helicon Collaborative to 

conduct a study of cultural groups 

in the Pacific Northwest.
1
 The 

project had two goals:

	 	 to identify “bright spots,” defined as 	  

	cultural organizations that are successfully 

adapting to their changing	circumstances 

without exceptional resources,

 

	 to see if these organizations share  

	characteristics or strategies that can  

	be replicated by others. 

Helicon interviewed 43 cultural leaders in the 

Northwest region between August and October 

2011 (See Appendix 1 for list of interviewees).

We started with a handful of people suggested 

by the Allen Foundation and expanded the list 

based on recommendations from people we 

interviewed. We also reviewed the results of more 

than 60 interviews from a related study that we 

conducted in 2010 for the Doris Duke Charitable 

Foundation.2 After concluding the interviews, we 

surveyed a variety of resources on leadership 

and managing change (See Appendix 2 for useful 

reference works). We then vetted the preliminary 

findings with a cross-section of cultural leaders 

and funders in the Northwest through three focus 

groups and a web conference.  

The participants in these meetings strongly 

affirmed that our findings rang true across cultural 

organizations of different sizes, disciplines and 

geographies. Moreover, many noted that the 

findings are relevant for other kinds of nonprofit 

groups as well. Participants also contributed ideas 

about effectively disseminating the final report. 

We are deeply grateful to all of the people we 

spoke with for their time and thoughtfulness.

This document is a summary of Helicon’s findings. 

It offers insights about the essential elements 

common to nonprofit cultural organizations 

that are adapting and evolving successfully, 

despite challenging external conditions. The 

stories profiled here represent only a few of the 

exemplary organizations we learned about during 

this study. They are meant to be illustrative, not 

definitive. 

We hope these findings will be useful to cultural 

leaders across the country and spark an ongoing 

discussion about what effective practices are 

today, and how these practices can be taken 

up more widely. We also hope these findings 

will help the sector focus more attention on 

what is working and less on what is not, thereby 

propelling an ongoing conversation about how 

we build healthier and more resilient cultural 

organizations and engage our communities. We 

expect that these discussions will add nuance 

to our understanding of bright spot qualities. 

We view these findings as just the start of this 

collective investigation, and look forward to a 

lively discussion (visit www.brightspotsculture.

wordpress.com to participate).
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Five Bright Spot Principles

When Helicon began this research project, we 

were excited about the possibility of discovering 

innovative behaviors that exemplary cultural 

organizations were using. And we did hear about 

many inspired and creative tactics. But as the 

research progressed, we realized that the bright 

spots we interviewed and heard about are not 

chasing the magic of innovation. Rather, they are 

employing fundamental principles that have roots 

based in common sense. These principles manifest 

differently in each bright spot organization, 

shaped by its local context and local resources—

the kind of institution, its stakeholders, its 

community and its history. But the basic principles 

are consistent and reliable. Bright spots do not 

stand out because they are inventing wholly new 

practices, but because they are applying and 

refining fundamental principles that are available 

to all. 

“The principles of being a good 

organization are no different 

from those of being a good 

person or a good neighbor. It is 

all about the fundamentals—treat 

people with respect, share what 

you have, do good work that 

matters, and so on. We all know 

all of this, but when we go to 

work as part of an organization 

we sometimes forget how to 

behave like a human being.”  

 
Sandra Jackson-Dumont,  
Seattle Art Museum

Bright spot organizations are evolving in response 

to changing circumstances better than their peers 

because they engage five basic principles: 

Animating purpose

They have a clear purpose and a compelling 

vision, delivered through distinctive, relevant,  

high quality programs that excite people.

DEEPLY ENGAGED WITH COMMUNITY

They operate in and of their communities, 

and they possess a deep understanding of 

their interconnectedness with others and 

their role as civic leaders.

EVALUATION AND ANALYSIS

They are sponges for information and 

are brutally realistic in assessing their 

circumstances, and yet they see possibilities 

where others don’t.

PLASTICITY

They are nimble and flexible about how  

they realize their mission, and very little 

about the organizational form is too  

precious to change.

TRANSPARENT LEADERSHIP

They distribute authority and responsibility 

across the organization and practice 

transparent decision-making.

Mnemonics are sometimes useful, and always 

imperfect. However, the word ADEPT has some 

meanings that we think are particularly well-suited 

to bright spots. An adept is an expert, usually 

in an area that requires substantial practice to 

attain mastery. As an adjective, adept means 

being proficient or expert. The word derives from 

the Latin for alchemist – one who is skilled in the 

secret of how to change base metals into gold. 

Bright spots are highly skilled organizations that 

are masterfully using basic concepts to become 

exceptional.

The five bright spot principles are inter-related 

and sometimes hard to tease out in the day-to-

day life of an organization. However, they are 

not clever tactics or quick gimmicks that boost 

attendance at a specific event or create a buzz 

around one aspect of the organization’s work. 

They are holistic ways of operating that influence 

all aspects of organizational practice. It is 
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noteworthy that the bright spot organizations we 

found were of different sizes, disciplines, localities, 

and ages. Each organization manifests these 

principles differently, as they are filtered through 

their local circumstances, but each embodies the 

five of these principles in some way.

	 PRINCIPLE ONE:

	A nimating purpose 

Bright spots are never out of touch with the 

essential nature of what they do, and they 

believe in it passionately. They have deep self-

knowledge about their unique assets, their 

unique circumstances and whom they serve. 

They know what they have to offer and how it 

fits uniquely into their community. A key part of 

this self-knowledge is an understanding of the 

contemporary relevance of their mission. Bright 

spots know they must have a compelling reason 

to exist at this particular moment in time. Sheila 

Hughes, from Icicle Creek Center for the Arts,  

puts it best;

 

“The cultural sector is 

experiencing a 100-year storm 

and a significant climate shift 

simultaneously. Leadership 

organizations are acting with 

courage and focus, figuring out 

their natural strengths for this 

new climate and jettisoning 

habits and attitudes that hold 

them back. Central to this 

process is having an animating 

purpose that informs the artistic 

program, and reinventing our 

connections to our communities. 

It’s not enough to say, ‘We want 

to survive.’ We have to be able to 

answer the question, ‘Why?’”

Bright spots in the cultural sector are dedicated 

to creating art and culture, supporting artists 

and connecting people through artistic or 

cultural experiences. The work that bright spots 

produce is consistently of the highest quality and 

it connects deeply to their audience.3 As Chris 

Coleman, Artistic Director of Portland Center 

Stage says, 

“Bright spots are real artists 

communicating to real people 

about real and relevant things.”

At the same time bright spots position themselves 

to be able to take risks. Being clear about their 

purpose means they keep doing bold and exciting 

work, even when times are tough. Chris Coleman 

continues, “Organizations that are committed to 

remaining bold and adventuresome artistically 

give their audiences and their communities a 

reason to continue investing. What I have seen is 

that theaters that retrenched artistically during 

the recession have seen a softening of their 

subscriptions and ticket sales.” This doesn’t mean 

every show has to be perfect. As Andy Fife of 

Shunpike says, “The quality of an organization’s 

programming is about the way it sets the context 

for a creative conversation with the audience. 

Not every presentation can be excellent – risk-

taking is fundamental to the arts, so we shouldn’t 

expect brilliance every time. But the effect of 

any presentation can be excellent if the work is 

framed to create a positive exchange with the 

audience.”

 

Bright spots are tightly focused on what they 

need to do to accomplish their core purpose, 

and they exercise discipline about following that 

path. John Michael Schert at Trey McIntyre Project 

summarized this idea succinctly, “You have to 

have a very clear sense of who you are, and then 

you have to stick to it.” This clarity helps bright 

spots make the right decisions, but it also helps 

them say “no” to opportunities – even tantalizing 

ones -- that do not fit their purpose. In addition 

to doing the right things right, bright spots’ laser 

focus helps them decide what they can stop 

doing. Many bright spots, like Literary Arts in 

Portland and Anchorage Opera, have stopped 

A
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Bright spots focus on sustaining their missions, 

which can sometimes mean shrinking or 

substantially reconfiguring the institution’s form. 

Bright spots maintain a “feedback loop” with their 

environment, and evolve as necessary. This means 

they must be able to “thrive in not knowing, in 

just a little bit of chaos,” as Sandra Jackson-

Dumont says. Martha Richards at the James F. and 

Marion L. Miller Foundation commented, 

“You can almost see the divide 

between successful groups and 

non-successful groups by this 

marker. Inexperienced leaders 

and boards hunker down and 

pull back in times of stress. The 

bright spot organizations are 

more comfortable with risk and 

adaptation; they are almost 

energized by the challenge.”

Bright spots

•	 Are dedicated to the mission, and consider 
nothing else too sacred to change

•	 Are continually adjusting in response to 
changing circumstances

•	 Challenge the idea that institutional growth 
is necessary for success

•	 Are comfortable with uncertainty

	 PRINCIPLE FIVE

	 Transparent leadership

This research project was focused on bright spot 

organizations, not bright spot individuals. But we 

found that each bright organization does have 

at least one strong leader at the helm, and their 

leadership styles share certain qualities. Leaders 

of bright spot cultural organizations have a strong 

vision and inspire others to rally around it. They 

tend to be humble and self-effacing, however, and 

channel their ego into making the organization 

great, rather than promoting themselves. Their 

leadership tends to be non-hierarchical and they 

empower others in the organization to act in ways 

consistent with the vision. 

Bright spot leaders know that success must be 

a shared responsibility, and so they distribute 

authority and responsibility widely throughout 

the organization. Sandra Jackson-Dumont says, 

“Successful leaders at this 

moment in time are willing 

to give up some of their own 

agency to empower others. They 

are about doing what is best for 

the organization or cause, not 

their own ego.” 

Bill Rauch at Oregon Shakespeare Festival 

offered this story: “I am often given credit for 

what we are doing here, but it is definitely a 

shared endeavor. In most cases, it’s the work of 

others that makes the real difference. A few years 

ago, a new person in our marketing/audience 

development department came to my office. This 

is a big organization and it has a lot of layers. 

She very bravely stepped out of the hierarchy 

to approach me. ‘I can’t do my job because the 

senior managers – including you, Bill – are not 

aligned about our goals for audiences.’ This one 

act precipitated 65 hours of intense conversations 

in which we questioned our operating 

assumptions – named and discussed our personal 

and organizational myths, and then debunked 

those assumptions with facts. The results have 

been stupendous. We produced our Audience 

Development Manifesto, a magnificent aid to our 

work. As important, we created a more cohesive 

leadership team. This might never have happened 

if that ‘mid-level manager’ hadn’t seen the vision, 

seized her opportunity to make it real, and walked 

into my office.” 

The bright spot cultural organizations we studied 

often have non-hierarchical organizational 

structures. Some learned this as a matter of 

necessity. When Idaho Shakespeare lost its 

development director, it was forced to rely 

on less experienced staff to fill the gap. Now 

Mark Hofflund is a firm believer in the value 

of empowering younger staff. “We invested in 

the team, and it is paying off. We are giving 

T
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The following vignettes represent only a few 

of the exemplary organizations we learned 

about during this study, and are undoubtedly 

only a fraction of the many bright spots to be 

discovered in various communities across the 

country. These vignettes demonstrate how 

different organizations embody the five qualities 

of bright spots in different ways depending on 

their unique contexts. We hope that they help 

bring the concepts in this paper to life and inspire 

you to explore how you engage with these 

principles in your own work.
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office, planning commission … with everyone who 

cares about quality of life in Anchorage.” 

It takes time to turn a ship, but these changes 

are beginning to show results. Attendance has 

increased 50% overall, and new audiences are up 

by 37%. The musicals are driving this increase, 

with South Pacific seeing double the attendance 

of a typical opera, but the Opera is seeing greater 

attendance across the board. The average age of 

attendees is 35, compared to the national median 

age of 48 for opera goers.6 Last year the Opera 

had its first surplus for a production, South Pacific, 

breaking away from the industry standard of 

deficit operation. Contributing to deficit reduction 

is the Opera’s determination to work more frugally 

and efficiently, spending less on overhead. Allen 

asserts, 

“Human beings don’t need 

money to be creative.” 

Whereas sets used to cost a minimum of 

$20,000, recent sets have been built for as little 

as $7,000 by providing more creative license 

to the right people. In addition, the Opera is 

now working entirely with contract staff except 

for the Executive Director and Development 

Director positions. This doesn’t mean the Opera is 

sacrificing quality. The Opera’s recent production 

of The Grapes of Wrath was called the “best sonic 

presentation in the company’s history” by one 

reviewer. 

Portland Institute  

for Contemporary Art

The Portland Institute for Contemporary 

Art (PICA) was established in 1995 with an 

entrepreneurial vision for serving artists and 

audiences by programming open spaces and 

warehouses located around the city. After several 

successful years of this “itinerant practice,” PICA 

decided to commit to a fixed facility and gallery 

on the ground floor of a commercial building. 

Programming continued to be very dynamic, but 

the organization gradually found itself spending 

more on space and administrative costs than on 

artists and artwork, and it accrued a significant 

deficit. In 2003, after careful review of its options, 

the Board and staff decided to relinquish the 

facility and launch the annual Time-Based Art 

Festival, marking a return to its original approach 

of staging events throughout town. 

“We undertook a very careful 

analysis and came to the 

conclusion that we had 

grown out of phase with our 

mission, our capacity, and the 

community’s interests,” says 

Executive Director Victoria Frey. 

“We had to make a significant 

change. Our core values are 

nimbleness, adaptability, vitality, 

and responsiveness to artists. 

The shift to the TBA Festival 

gave us the opportunity to 

reconnect with the energy in 

those values and our founding 

entrepreneurial spirit.”
 

In 2011, PICA received funding from the ArtPlace 

program to “institutionalize” its non-institutional 

model and share it with the field. This support 

came at a key moment when the organization was 

planning to shift yet again, and pursue a hybrid 

model combining the successes of its nomadic 

programs with the accessibility of a year-round 

hub of operations. While new office space will 

provide a place for audiences and artists to 

convene and discuss contemporary art, PICA 

remains committed to mounting the majority of its 

projects in alternative spaces and responding to 

the needs of each artist. Even though it believes 

that this model is more adaptive to current 

trends, PICA finds itself confronting conventional 

perceptions of what a successful arts center can 

be. Frey observes, “When funders look to support 

artists spaces, they often look for permanent 

facilities. We are cutting a new path, and showing 



17     

people the benefits of programming without a full 

exhibition or performance hall. Our field needs to 

move beyond the focus on fixed facilities as the 

hallmarks of ‘real institutions’ and become more 

flexible about how we think about the kinds of 

spaces that can nurture art.”

Trey McIntyre Project

In 2008 Trey McIntyre Project (TMP) was a 

successful national summer touring company. 

Having met with critical acclaim and growing 

demand from national and international 

presenters, TMP began looking for a place to 

settle as a permanent company. Bypassing major 

U.S. dance centers like San Francisco and New 

York, TMP’s choice was Boise, Idaho. This decision 

confounded many in the dance world. Boise had 

a small arts philanthropy community and a very 

small audience base for contemporary dance. “The 

people we knew literally laughed at us,” says John 

Michael Schert, the company’s Executive Director. 

Yet the choice of Boise was not random. The 

company used a set of metrics to assess where 

it could make the biggest difference on the way 

people feel, think and live.

 

“We are very clear about our 

mission and why it matters,” 

explains Schert. “We ask 

ourselves every day, ‘Why are 

we doing this?’ We do this 

because we believe the role of 

art and artists is to change lives. 

We want to inspire an entire 

city to be much more creative, 

to aspire to more. We couldn’t 

be integrated into a larger 

community the way that we can 

be in Boise.”
 

 

 

TMP knew it would need to invest in growing 

local dance audiences and building a local base 

of financial support in Boise. It also knew that 

it would take a long time, and would require 

proving their relevance to individuals, businesses, 

funders, and city leaders. Being a new entrant into 

a relatively small market could stimulate some 

feelings of resentment among existing nonprofit 

arts organizations who are competing for the 

same resources and audiences. But TMP didn’t 

buy this idea of a zero sum game, and believed 

that there was more capacity to support the arts 

in Boise than was currently being cultivated. So 

TMP committed itself to identifying entirely new 

donors and audiences, rather than approaching 

“the usual suspects” in the community. 

To convince Boise to make a commitment to 

it, TMP first made a passionate commitment to 

Boise. TMP spends much of the year touring 

nationally and internationally, and aggressively 

promotes Boise everywhere it goes. Rather than 

expecting the people of Boise to suddenly buy 

tickets, TMP went out to them. It performs in 

schools, businesses, hospitals, and outdoor spaces 

around the city. Schert says, “The era where 

people would sit passively in a dark hall for hours 

and watch the stage is gone. Today, dance has 

to be everywhere.” And yet TMP has succeeded 

in drawing people to its stage as well. Tickets for 

a 2010 TMP performance in its local 2,000 seat 

theater sold out immediately, and scalpers were 

selling tickets for four times the $50 admission 

price. Schert credits this success to the company’s 

commitment to creating high quality art that 

makes an emotional connection with audience 

members. TMP is also deeply committed to 

supporting its dancers, who are more highly paid 

than other dance companies of its size and receive 

full health care benefits. 

The company has effectively begun to cultivate 

a base of local support, which now makes up 

25% of its $2 million budget. Eighty percent of 
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the company’s locally contributed income comes 

from individuals, businesses, and foundations that 

did not previously support the arts. TMP is the 

artist in residence at St. Luke’s Children’s Hospital. 

In 2010, the City of Boise named TMP its first 

Economic Development Cultural Ambassador. 

This prize came with an award of $25,000, 

the largest the city had ever given to an arts 

organization. A local bar has named drinks after 

the company’s dancers and donates a portion 

of the sale of the drinks to the company. Much 

of the community’s support for the company is 

in-kind donations. Among other things, dancers 

get free YMCA memberships; free haircuts; free 

M.R.I’s, X-rays, and orthopedic surgery; free hotel 

accommodations for guests; and a free education 

at Boise State University.

Oregon Shakespeare Festival

Since its founding in 1935, the Oregon 

Shakespeare Festival (OSF) has nurtured a close 

relationship with the city of Ashland, Oregon and 

surrounding southern Oregon communities. OSF’s 

location in the rural Rogue Valley makes it critical 

that the organization and city work together to 

promote Ashland as a destination for theatre, 

art, culture, and recreation. While most of OSF’s 

audiences travel from large urban areas such as 

San Francisco, California and Portland, Oregon, 

attendance by residents in the Rogue Valley has 

remained consistently around 12-14% of total 

attendance. In recent years OSF has sought to 

communicate more openly with local audiences 

in order to more actively engage returning 

audiences and invite new audience members. 

Annual open houses enable local residents to 

get-behind-the-scenes and visit the costume 

and scene shops, and family day previews and 

performances promote multi-generational learning 

and fun four times a year. Annual or biannual 

Town Hall meetings offer time for OSF staff and 

locals to discuss the upcoming season, programs, 

and any concerns or questions. As part of its 

commitment to the inclusion of diverse people, 

ideas, cultures, and traditions; OSF organizes 

CultureFest, a celebration of multi-ethnic cultures. 

Continued extensive and consistent work in local 

schools has heightened teachers’ and students’ 

view of OSF as a learning resource. 

The benefits of this relationship were made 

tangible this summer when the main supporting 

beam in OSF’s main indoor theater cracked 

in mid-season and alternative plans had to be 

created over night.

 

“The community completely 

rallied to this emergency,” says 

Rauch, “and amazing things 

happened. The Parks Department 

acted in two days to authorize 

our use of a downtown park, 

and expedited all the attendant 

permits and contracts. The 

business community stepped up, 

and many, many local residents 

called or came over to see if 

there was anything they could 

do. Of course, no one in town 

wanted to see this important 

economic resource threatened, 

but the overwhelming tenor 

of the responses was one of 

neighborliness and good will. 

We had an unimaginably difficult 

and exhausting summer, but we 

feel wonderfully affirmed by the 

people of Ashland and we are 

inexpressibly grateful to them.”
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As another aspect of its strategy, Literary Arts is 

working to make its various programs mutually 

reinforcing. For example, the high school students 

that it serves desperately need help with college 

essay writing, as many are the first in their 

families to go to college. So, Literary Arts trained 

its college-educated subscribers, a population 

that is passionate about literacy and education, 

as volunteer tutors. For the first time, this has 

created a cross-audience between its lecture 

series and its education program. 

This focus and clarity has already yielded positive 

results for Literary Arts. The lecture series 

had 2,100 subscribers in 2011, a record for the 

organization, and the largest of any lecture series 

in the country. It has seen about a 10% growth in 

just the last six months in its contributed income 

from individuals. In a recent survey, a full 40% of 

its subscribers said they would subscribe next 

year even if they did not know any of the names 

of the authors, a remarkable indicator of the trust 

the organization has built in its brand. 

Town Hall Seattle

Some organizations have relevance and 

responsiveness in their genetic code. Wier Harman 

from Town Hall in Seattle says, “Our commitment 

to being accessible and responsive to the issues 

of the time pre-dates this particular cultural and 

economic moment. Inexpensive ticket prices 

and rental rates means that it is easy for people 

to access our programs and be a part of our 

calendar. We are all about stoking a community 

conversation and addressing the big political, 

cultural, and economic questions of our day. 

There is a big difference philosophically in the 

way that we are oriented from your typical arts 

organization. Most arts organizations have artistic 

leadership, a creative voice that they want to 

direct outwards. We are conceived more like a 

mirror that reflects out what is directed at it. We 

provide an infrastructure through which people 

can bring their own ideas to life.” 

Harman credits Town Hall’s success in the 

current operating environment, in part, to this 

“organization as infrastructure” model. In the 

last year it has seen increases in its membership, 

its audience, and the number and level of 

contributions. But he also acknowledges that this 

approach wouldn’t work for every organization. 

Town Hall’s mission is to listen and respond 

to what matters to the community. This is an 

adaptive quality that many organizations are 

seeking to develop at this moment in time, 

and, Harman says, it does require doing things 

differently,

“The way you do things has to 

relax. You can’t be as concerned 

about the way that programs 

in your space reflect on your 

brand. You have to have very 

low production threshold, 

where you can recoup even with 

smaller audiences—this means 

containing your fixed costs 

to open the doors. If you self 

produce, you have to leave more 

dates open for the community to 

use your space. But, in exchange, 

you get a community mandate 

for your existence.”

Sun Valley Center for the Arts

The Sun Valley Center for the Arts, located in 

Ketchum, Idaho, is re-conceiving the way it 

thinks about itself and its role in the community. 

Twenty-five years ago, Ketchum was a summer 

resort town, and Sun Valley was the only cultural 

game in town. Now, Ketchum is a year-round 

community of 22,000 people, and many more 

cultural offerings have sprung up to serve this 

growing community of residents. In light of 

this proliferation of offerings and a changing 

community, Sun Valley has been challenged to 

rethink its mission and how it can be uniquely 

relevant at this moment in time. Kristin Poole, 

Sun Valley’s Co-Executive Director and Artistic 
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Director, says, “There is no magic button. It is 

about listening. It is about paying attention to how 

the community is evolving and how we can be 

responsive to that. We are interested in being of 

and for this community, rather than just ‘serving’ 

this community. We aren’t delivering art because 

it is good for people and a nice thing. We believe 

that the arts are helping connect people, that 

they are necessary for our humanity and our 

understanding of our world.”

Sun Valley has adjusted its programming to 

reduce duplication and fill gaps. So, for example, 

it has cut back on its chamber music program 

because there are now a number of other 

organizations doing this. Instead, it is focusing on 

addressing needs it has identified in areas such as 

presenting world music and the humanities and 

supporting emerging artists. In everything that 

it does, Sun Valley’s focus is on what is relevant 

and accessible to the community of Ketchum. 

Poole says, “You can’t just present the highest 

quality work by the highest quality artists. You 

have to make it accessible to the community, 

invite them in to the conversation. We as a 

staff are interested in many topics, but when 

programming things we always question, ‘How 

is this relevant to the people and the life in this 

town?” Sometimes this means throwing a kegger. 

When Sun Valley presented the fine woodwork 

of George Nakoshima they wanted to reach the 

town’s construction workers and craftsmen, but 

these weren’t people who were used to attending 

art exhibits. 

 

So Sun Valley bought a keg of 

beer and invited the guys to 

come in after work. Poole says, 

“They were down on their knees 

examining his work. It was the 

most engaged audience we 

could have hoped for.”

Sun Valley is also bringing the cultural community 

together to share resources and collaborate as 

civic partners. Poole says, “It was a big shift from 

just thinking about our needs alone to thinking 

about all the arts organizations here, the strength 

of the whole and the way we serve the broader 

community.” This means taking part in shaping 

the future life of the community beyond the arts 

alone. Poole says, “We are invested in the future 

and the fabric of this community. We are building 

a thoughtful citizenry through the arts. We want 

to live in a community where people are engaged 

with one another and the issues of our time. That 

extends to thinking about how do we help build 

governments and communities that allow that 

conversation to really flourish. What sets Ketchum 

apart is that people come here because there is an 

extraordinarily rich and deep cultural life.” 

Throughout all of this, Sun Valley has recognized 

that more is not necessarily better. Rather than 

expanding the number of programs it offers, Sun 

Valley seeks to deepen and expand its audiences 

and impact. Poole says, “Now when we plan for 

the future, we don’t talk about more, we talk 

about better.” This also reflects the organization’s 

realism about what size organization its 

environment will support. It doesn’t intend to 

grow its budget, but it is being more thoughtful 

about where it is putting its resources. Many 

of the metrics that Sun Valley uses to measure 

its success are qualitative: “Is our audience 

continuing to grow and learn with us? Are we 

having a long term relationship with them? Are 

people more inspired?”

Icicle Creek Center for the Arts

In 2009, when Sheila Hughes became Executive 

Director of Icicle Creek Center for the Arts, in 

Leavenworth, Washington, the organization was 

a boutique operation, funded primarily by one 

individual and serving a devoted but small group 

of classical music lovers. The recession revealed 

how fragile both the artistic program and business 

operation were, and Hughes was hired to help 

re-invent its future. “Essentially, we had to start 

from scratch,” says Hughes. “We gathered as 

much information as we could. We had lots of 

conversations with the community, with donors, 
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to Artistic Director Art Rotch. Production costs 

were rising every year, and the Juneau market of 

30,000 was saturated. In a wildly successful year, 

the company brought in 25% of its revenue from 

ticket sales. The forecast for foundation funding, 

its primary source of revenue, was discouraging 

due to the recession’s impact on foundation 

budgets. Most critically, cash flow problems were 

placing a strain on the organization’s ability to 

think long-term. Rotch says, “When I was hired the 

Board asked me what I was good at. I said, ‘Telling 

the truth.’ And I said I didn’t know what would 

work, but what Perseverance was doing then 

would definitely not.”

Perseverance began by addressing the structural 

problems that were causing its cash flow issues. 

To reduce expenses, Perseverance liquidated a 

rental property, didn’t fill a vacant position, scaled 

back programs, and replaced a full-time financial 

position with a partnership with a CPA firm. It also 

committed to “honest budgeting,” overhauling its 

balance sheet and projecting revenue much more 

conservatively. The Board set financial goals and 

would not approve budgets that did not meet the 

goal. These cuts allowed Perseverance to scale 

back its budget from $1.1 million to $850,000 in 

fiscal year 2011. The theater ended the year with a 

surplus, no longer struggles with cash flow, and is 

working on building its working capital to 25%-

50% of its budget. “What we’ve done is unusual in 

the theater field,” says Rotch. “Many of our peers 

think it’s impossible. But it is not impossible. It just 

means being realistic and making hard choices.” 

Getting a handle on the cash flow issues gave 

Perseverance space to think more creatively about 

its mission and business model. After considerable 

market research and analysis of its mission, 

“to produce theater by and for Alaskans,” the 

company is pursuing a plan to regularly transfer 

its shows to Anchorage for a second run and build 

a second audience base. This strategy seeks to 

leverage production costs and increase earned 

revenue through accessing the much larger 

Anchorage market. The goal is to increase earned 

revenue from 30% to 50% of Perseverance’s 

budget, thereby reducing its dependence on 

foundation dollars.

“It’s a risk,” says Rotch, “but 

an extremely well informed 

one. And our experience with 

successfully managing the 

previous changes gives us 

confidence in our likelihood of 

success.” 

Archie Bray Foundation  

for the Ceramic Arts

The Archie Bray Foundation for the Ceramic Arts 

is located in Helena, Montana, and is recognized 

internationally as one of the foremost centers 

in the field of ceramic art. The center offers 

extended residencies to clay artists, as well as a 

range of classes, workshops, exhibits, and other 

educational programs. 

 

“The Bray succeeds by being 

very focused, not trying to do 

too much or do something for 

everyone,” says Director Steven 

Young Lee, a ceramic artist and 

alumnus of the Bray residencies 

himself. 

“We concentrate on offering the top quality 

services and support for artists, and staying 

current with evolving contemporary ceramic 

practices, including new state-of-the-art kilns. We 

want to have the world’s best ceramics artists at 

the center, and provide them with an environment 

that encourages their creativity and innovation. 

This intensive focus, which we refined in a 

strategic planning process about five years ago, 

keeps us from being pulled in too many directions 

and helps us make almost every decision. Happily, 

it is also enabling us to improve our programs, 
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The shape of the partnership is still evolving, 

and none of the participants is completely sure 

where it is going or whether there will be further 

integration of the administrative structures of the 

organizations, which are still separate. Hofflund 

says,

 

“So long as this works for 

Charlie, the artists, and the 

communities, we’ll keep going. 

At some point we might even 

add a fourth company into the 

model, who knows? Maybe this 

artistic Medusa will add another 

head.” 

Portland Center Stage

Portland Center Stage (PCS) has a vision. Artistic 

Director Chris Coleman says, “We want to be 

engaged with the conversations going on in the 

city. We want to be eclectic, adventuresome, to 

lean forward and enable great theater to work 

its magic – helping people see the world in new 

ways and opening possibilities for change.” 

That vision emerged from an extended planning 

process the theater undertook while preparing for 

a new space; with input from staff, board, donors, 

and audience members. “When we set about to 

design a new building for the theater, we wanted 

it to help us reinvent our relationship with the 

community.” PCS built its theater in a renovated 

Armory, which has now become an important 

community gathering place, open 10 am to 

midnight, six days a week. “The building is its 

own hub of activity, which places the theater that 

goes on here in a different, and more welcoming 

context. And because so many different kinds of 

people and organizations use it as a gathering 

place, it connects us to multiple conversations 

in the community. On a daily basis, this informs 

decisions we make about what to put on stage 

and who we want to work with.

“An interesting by-product of 

our commitment to being more 

community-centered is that 

Portland Center Stage is now 

a much happier place to work 

than it was six years ago. Our 

strategic plan calls for us to 

become a more holistic culture 

internally, and we’ve taken this 

goal very seriously – and very 

unseriously. We’re a lot more 

fun now. We’re attracting more 

creative people, and they are 

taking the lead in making all 

aspects of our work better. ”

“Our board is an important part of our 

transformation, and there is a lot more interaction 

between board and staff than there was 

previously. We haven’t solved all our problems 

by any means, and we still face some serious 

challenges. But we’re seeing younger and more 

diverse audiences, an increase in donations and 

subscriptions, and better financial results year to 

year. And we’ve created a sense of excitement 

that is engaging the creativity and the leadership 

capacity of the entire staff, our board, and all our 

partners.”
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Appendix 1: Interviewees

Cynthia Addam, The Collins Foundation 

Torrie Allen, Anchorage Opera

Steve Bass, Oregon Public Broadcasting

Stefano Catalani, Bellevue Arts Museum

Jessica Case, Seattle Foundation

Chris Coleman, Portland Center Stage

Susan Coliton, Paul G. Allen Family Foundation

Lane Czaplinski, On the Boards

Eloise Damrosch, Regional Arts and Culture Council

Julie Decker, Anchorage Art Museum

Andy Fife, Shunpike

Arlynn Fishbaugh, Montana Arts Council

Anne Focke, independent consultant

Asia Freeman, Bunnell Street Arts Center

Victoria Frey, Portland Institute for Contemporary Art

Christopher Gillem, MJ Murdock Charitable Trust

Wier Harman, Town Hall 

Mark Hofflund, Idaho Shakespeare Festival

Sheila Hughes, Icicle Creek Center for the Arts

Sandra Jackson-Dumont, Seattle Art Museum

Jim Kelly, 4Culture

Vincent Kitch, The Office of Arts & Cultural Affairs, Seattle

Steven Young Lee, Archie Bray Foundation for the Ceramic Arts 

Ed Marquand, Mighty Tieton

Catherine Martin, U.S. Bank

Jim McDonald, Paul G. Allen Family Foundation

Fidelma McGinn, Artist Trust

Dennis McMillian, The Foraker Group

Laura Millin, Missoula Art Museum

Ed Noonan, Myrna Loy Center

Kristin Poole, Sun Valley Center For The Arts

Andrew Proctor, Literary Arts

Charlie Rathbun, 4Culture

Bill Rauch, Oregon Shakespeare Festival

Martha Richards, James F. and Marion L. Miller Foundation

Art Rotch, Perseverance Theatre

Carlo Scandiuzzi, A Contemporary Theatre

John Michael Schert, Trey McIntyre Project

Jayson Smart, Rasmuson Foundation

Beth Takekawa, Wing Luke Museum of the Asian Pacific American Experience

George Thorn, Arts Action Research

Jim Tune, ArtsFund

William Vesneski, Paul G. Allen Family Foundation 

Huong Vu, The Boeing Company

Sarah Wilke, On the Boards
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A Discussion Guide

Our hope is that this paper will spark discussions about what is 
working in this environment, and how those skills can be further 
developed within the sector. This paper can be used as a tool for 
self-reflection on both organizational and individual levels. Is your 
organization embodying these principles? And where are you, as a 
leader, advancing these practices? 

Here are some questions that might jump-start 

a process of self-inquiry. We encourage you 

to engage your board, staff and stakeholders 

in figuring out how to use the findings of this 

research in your work, and to generate your own 

questions and ideas about “brightness” in the 

cultural sector. We’d love to hear your reactions to 

this framework, or any ways that you use it. Email 

us at brightspots@heliconcollab.net or sign up for 

updates on Bright Spots webinars, workshops and 

releases at www.heliconcollab.net 

Animating purpose

They have a clear purpose and a compelling 

vision, delivered through distinctive, relevant,  

high quality programs that excite people.

What is our animating purpose? What is the 

evidence that it is relevant at this moment and in 

this community? Are there ways that we should 

adapt to be more relevant? 

Who is it that we seek to engage through our 

work? How do we know that we are having the 

impact we desire? 

Is everything that we are doing essential to our 

core purpose? If not, what can we stop doing? 

What would our community lose if we were to go 

out of business tomorrow?

DEEPLY ENGAGED WITH COMMUNITY

They operate in and of their communities; 

they possess a deep understanding of their 

interconnectedness with others and their role  

as civic leaders.

How are we involved with the issues that are 

most important to our greater community? 

How do we exercise civic leadership? Who do we 

work with in making this a better community? 

How do we interact with the other cultural 

organizations and artists in our community? Do 

we see them as partners, or competitors? 

Are there ways that we can strengthen the 

cultural ecology as a whole in our region? 

EVALUATION AND ANALYSIS

They are sponges for information and 

are brutally realistic in assessing their 

circumstances, and yet they see possibilities 

where others don’t.

Have we assessed (and adjusted if necessary) 

our business model in light of current trends in 

funding and consumer behavior? 

Have we collected demographic and 

psychographic information about our current 

audience? How often do we ask them what they 

think and want? And after we’ve asked, do we 

act on what we’ve learned? 

A

D

E
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What are the right qualitative and quantitative 

measures to track our success? Are we collecting 

this information and using it?

Do we view new technology or changes in the 

way people produce and consume culture as 

threatening? Or do we see it as an opportunity to 

rethink how we deliver our mission and engage 

people? 

Are our budget projections well-informed? If 

we are predicting revenue or audience growth, 

what facts are we using to back that up? Are 

we budgeting for surpluses, and only increasing 

fixed expenses if we have similar increases in 

reliable revenue? 

Do we invite different perspectives to the table 

in analyzing trends and developing strategies? 

PLASTICITY

They are nimble and flexible about how they 

realize their mission, and very little about 

the organizational form is too precious to 

change.

Would it be possible to do less and be more 

effective? 

How much do we identify ourselves with our 

organizational structure, our building, or our 

flagship program? How would we achieve our 

mission if we didn’t have these things? 

What “unthinkable” idea might invigorate our 

business model (e.g. moving a dance company to 

Idaho, giving up a building, broadcasting lectures 

on the radio for free, drastically reducing staff, 

etc.) What would it mean for us to do it? 

If we were to start our organization from scratch 

today, what would it look like? 

TRANSPARENT LEADERSHIP

They distribute authority and responsibility 

across the organization and practice 

transparent decision-making.

 

Does the whole staff and board feel invested 

in and responsible for the success of the 

organization? 

Does everyone have a clear role and way to 

contribute to the organization’s success?

Do good ideas come from all areas and level 

of the organization? Are they embraced on 

the basis of their merit, no matter where they 

originate?

Are decisions made transparently and fairly? 

Is there a spirit of trust and openness within the 

organization, and between the organization and 

the outside? 

P

T
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