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AUDIENCES AND PROGRAMMING  

The literature on cultural equity and inclusion in arts participation (more often than not found by the 
keyword “audience”) and nonprofit arts programming is dominated by practitioners in the museum and 
theatre worlds, as well as by regional arts commissions, councils, and consortia that have crafted equity-
related initiatives and recommendations. Discussions about diversification of audiences for “mainstream” 
or dominant-culture institutions, that is, institutions oriented towards European-based cultures, tend to 
predominate over discussions about supporting, sustaining, and building diverse audiences for 
organizations of color and organizations with culturally specific priorities. Because the literature on arts 
participation and programming are so similar and interrelated, they have been combined into a single 
topic for this literature review. This section discusses  

 Evolving ideas about audiences and programming 
 Efforts to measure and understand audience diversity 
 Promising practices in museums 
 Promising practices in performing arts organizations 
 Funding for diversity and equity  

 

EVOLVING IDEAS ABOUT AUDIENCES AND PROGRAMMING  

Evolving ideas about the relationship between art and audiences have changed the way artists and arts 
administrators think about diversity, cultural equity and inclusion for audiences and programming. The 
Survey of Public Participation in the Arts, a periodic study conducted for the National Endowment for the 
Arts has found a declining audience for the arts in the US (2003, 2009, 2013, 2015). They are, however, 
based on definitions of audiences and the arts that are unnecessarily limited, focusing on the numbers of 
people attending formal programs and institutions (e.g. visiting a museum or attending a symphony), 
what are now referred to as “benchmark arts.” In contrast, recent research by the Irvine Foundation that 
focuses on informal arts participation suggests that participation in the arts is not only robust but is, in 
fact, expanding (Brown, Novak, & Kitchener, 2008; Novak-Leonard, Wong, & English, 2015). Forms of 
participation identified in the Irvine-funded study The Cultural Lives of Californians (Novak-Leonard, 
Reynolds, English & Bradburn, 2015) are four-fold:  

 Arts-going and arts-making, involving a physical presence  
 Arts learning, which may or may not involve a physically presence  
 Arts supporting, by donating, volunteering, or other means  
 Arts participation mediated by digital technology  

Whereas the idea of “audience” connotes the passive consumption of benchmark arts in the European 
tradition, the expanded notion of “arts participation” accounts for many forms of engagement and 
multiple levels of involvement, from performing, appreciating, and managing the arts to teaching, 
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learning, and supporting them. It also cuts across sectors, involving artists, students, non-profit staff and 
corporate sponsors, as well as government agencies and neighborhood councils. Participation may also 
occur informally within a variety of spaces outside the theatre, concert hall, and gallery. These so-called 
“unincorporated” or “third sector” arts take place in nontraditional art spaces including homes, parks, 
subway stations, public squares, and street corners.  

Another way of looking at equal access to the arts is to see it as being comprised of three key elements: 
equality of rights, equality of opportunity and equality of participation.  

All of this suggests that programming geared towards a 
wider participatory public shows promise of building 
greater cultural equity and inclusion in arts audiences 
and programming. By loosening the conceptual 
boundaries between audience and public and 
employing cultural equity as a motivating principle, 
arts organizations can learn to see themselves as part 
of a larger community, and programming can be better 
understood as a multidirectional process of 
engagement and knowledge sharing.  

In response to the growing interest of arts nonprofits in participation-based programming, researchers 
have advanced a number of conceptual tools for bridging the audience-presenter gap (Brown et al., 2008; 
Brown & Ratzkin, 2011; Brown, Novak-Leonard & Gilbride, 2011; Stallings 2015). This literature models 
key dimensions of arts participation, from level of creative control and modes of engagement to audience 
proclivities and social dynamics. One such model is the “Audience Involvement Spectrum” (Brown et al., 
2011), which places arts participation along a continuum from “receptive” to “participatory,” with 
spectating and learning on the former side and crowd sourcing, co-creation, and audience-as-artist on the 
latter. Another is the “Arc of engagement” (Brown & Ratzkin 2011), which examines the various phases of 
activity and experience through which participants pass as they engage with art. There are various ways 
these conceptual tools can be used to inform programming. Organizations might, for example, survey 
their audience and develop new programs based on the types of engagement that their audiences prefer, 
or they might modify existing programs to give participants variable levels of creative control (Stallings, 
2015).  

 

EFFORTS TO MEASURE AND UNDERSTAND AUDIENCE DIVERSITY 

Measuring and understanding diversity in arts participation can be extremely challenging. How it is 
measured varies by type of organizations, programs and partnerships involved, as well as by funder 
mandates and the socioeconomic makeup of target populations, among other factors. 

 “If you want to make your audience more 
reflective of the overall community, then the 
workforce has to be too.”  

--Michelle Wright, on Attracting a Diverse 
Workforce 
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In order to measure diversity accurately, organizations must clearly define their terms and establish 
parameters. This is crucial to determining if and when equity has been achieved in any particular context. 
One useful model defines equity in arts participation – including both active engagement and passive 
consumption – in terms of access (O’Hagan, 1998). The goal of equal access is comprised of three 
elements, each of which is a precondition for the next:  

 equality of rights: removing formal or customary legal barriers to arts participation  
 equality of opportunity: “evening the playing field,” or broadening access to arts education, 

employment pipelines and performance opportunities  
 equality of participation: or “equality of outcome,” where there is measurably greater 

participation by underserved populations in terms of numbers and depth of engagement  

Within this construct, how do organizations know when they have achieved equity in arts participation? 
Participation data might be viewed in aggregate, as a percentage of the population that is served by the 
arts during a given period of time, which can indicate an organization’s overall success in engaging the 
public. However, the data must be disaggregated by income, education, age, race/ethnicity and 
sex/gender to determine if access to an organization’s programs is distributed across socioeconomic 
categories in a manner representative of the larger population. Audience development efforts in the late 
1990s focused almost exclusively on the former kind of data. The latter, however, is far more important in 
terms of understanding and advocating for equal access (O’Hagan 1998). 

Diversity and equity of participation must be measured both within individual programs and across an 
organization’s programmatic roster. Isolated “one-shot” programs and pilots without follow-up plans tend 
to fail at meaningful, long-term change and, in some cases, hinder an organization’s efforts to achieve 
diversity and equity across audiences and programming (Kamegai-Cocita, 1997). These should be seen as 
a type of limited and non-ideal shift in audience composition when audiences of greater diversity show up 
only on special days (e.g., free family days) or for special events, but never become part of the 
institution’s core audience, which remains mostly homogenous. This type of phenomenon, exemplified by 
the Colorado Symphony’s Mexican Independence and Martin Luther King, Jr. tribute concerts, has been 
referred to as “segregated diversity” (Bond, 2015). 

The rest of this section presents three areas of promising practice in data collection methods to measure 
and understand audience diversity. Two come from the LA County Arts Commission, one from Theatre 
Bay Area in California and one from the Bonfils-Stanton Foundation in Colorado.  

LA COUNTY ARTS COMMISSION  

The LA County Arts Commission has experience collecting audience demographics data in two ways. First 
is direct collection of audience data at the Ford Theatres. Second is an effort to collect data on the 
audiences of grantees of the Organizational Grants Program (OGP).  
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FORD THEATRES  

The Ford Theatre is a 1,200 seat ampitheatre managed and programmed by the LA County Arts 
Commission. As one of its goals is to serve the diverse communities of LA County, Ford staff have 
collected audience data for several years, primarily through the use of intercept paper surveys combined 
with email surveys administered at select shows.  

In 2014 Ford staff made major changes to the survey methodology in order to improve its sampling 
process that would allow for a more random sample and thus a more representative view of its audience. 
As before, shows were selected for survey administration based on the representation of that culture in 
the season. Staff whose only responsibility was data collection were hired to work those shows. Surveys 
were administered to every Nth person entering (later in the season, surveys were placed on every Nth 
chair), where N was determined by ticket sales. In addition, surveys were sent after each of the selected 
shows to everyone who had provided an email address when purchasing a ticket online. A total of 6,098 
patrons received either an electronic or paper survey. Of those, 1,115 responded, an 18 percent response 
rate.  

Respondents were asked, Which of the following describes your ethnic background? and offered Census 
categories to choose from. Multiple choice responses were allowed. The charts below shows the makeup 
of the audience surveyed by a combination of paper and email surveys (1a) and those who were randomly 
surveyed on paper (1b). 

  

Figure 1a. Aggregated paper and web surveys Figure 1b. Paper surveys only 
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The differences are dramatic, and tell the staff much about the differences between the total Ford 
audience and the subset of individuals who purchase tickets online. These findings also informed staff 
that email surveys are not adequate to get a true picture of the total audience.  

ORGANIZATIONAL GRANTS PROGRAM  

The LA County Arts Commission has sought to collect data on the audiences served by grantees of the 
Organizational Grants Program (OGP) through the grant application process, but the results have been 
limited. Each year, the Arts Commission makes two-year grants to approximately 200 arts organizations 
through OGP. The grant application includes this item: “Describe the applicant's community/core audience 
in terms of geography, age, cultural and economic characteristics, as applicable.” This is an open-ended 
question, allowing grantees to respond in any way they see fit. Some – including some culturally specific 
organizations – state they reach a “general” audience. Some describe special programming designed to 
serve specific communities, such as veterans, the homeless, school children or low-income communities. 
Some applicants collect detailed data on their audiences and report it. Because each applicant answers 
this question in a different way it is not possible to analyze across the entire pool.  

The way the Arts Commission collects this data on grantees is comparable to the way DataArts (formerly 
the Cultural Data Project) has tried to answer this question. The data profile form, which all OGP 
applicants must complete, includes the question, “Does your organization primarily serve a particular 
racial/ethnic group.” For most categories, the vast majority of responses are “General.” For example, in 
2012, of the 469 LA County arts nonprofits who reported to the CDP, “general” was the response from 85 
percent of organizations in terms of race. Of the remaining 15 percent, most identified more than one 
race or ethnic group as their target audience. Of the organizations that identified a specific group,  

 4.6 percent (21) reported Hispanic  
 3.0 percent (14) reported Asian or Hawaiian  
 1.5 percent (7) reported Black  
 6.8 percent (32) reported multiple groups  

In addition, 98 percent of organizations reported “general” in terms of gender, and 68 percent in terms of 
age. The National Center for Arts Research (NCAR) used the answers to this question to analyze the 
organizational characteristics of culturally specific organizations nationally. Of their sample of 
organizations that completed the CDP since 2009, 8.7 percent target culturally specific audiences, 
suggesting that LA County arts nonprofits may include a greater share of culturally specific arts 
organizations compared to the national average (Voss, Voss, Louie, Drew & Teyolia, 2016).  

In establishing the Community Impact Arts Grants (CIAG) in 2015, the Board of Supervisors requested race 
and ethnicity data about who is being served by OGP grants. As a proxy, the Arts Commission utilized 
Census data for the zip code where each grantee is headquartered and found that of the most recent 
grants in the 2014-15 fiscal year,  
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 6 percent were headquartered in zip codes where the population is more than 25 percent African 
American 

 16 percent were headquartered in zip codes where the population is more than 25 percent Asian  
 59 percent were headquartered in zip codes where the population is more than 25 percent 

Latino  
 69 percent were headquartered in zip codes where the population is more than 25 percent 

White.  

The major limitation to this approach is that the data refer only to organizational headquarters and do not 
reflect audiences served when arts organizations provide their services at other locations, nor does it 
reflect individuals or groups who may travel from other zip codes to participate in arts events provided by 
those grantees.  

THEATRE BAY AREA  

In 2012, Theatre Bay Area (TBA) received a grant from the California Arts Council to examine the diversity 
of Bay Area theatergoers relative to the population as a whole. TBA used an Arts Diversity Index – a 
mathematical tool for assessing the diversity of an organization relative to the larger population in which 
it exists. Six different types of diversity – household income, education level, age, marital status, gender, 
race, and political affiliation – were measured at each organization and compared against the general 
population. The resulting “arts index” scores indicated how close to or far from the general population an 
organization fell on each measure of diversity. These index scores were then aggregated by type and 
measured against each other to see what correlations exist between types of diversity. Diversity index 
scores were also measured against company data – number of board members, percent spent on 
marketing and communications, age of company, percent revenue earned, total annual budget, and 
average adult ticket price – in order to see what correlations existed between types of diversity and 
company characteristics. A few key findings were as follows (Lord, 2015):  

 On all measures except for gender and education, Bay Area theatergoers were significantly less 
diverse than the general population; the racial/ethnic disparity was greatest, followed by (in 
descending order) household income, political affiliation, age, marital status, gender, and 
education. 

 Increased household income diversity was correlated with increased race/ethnicity, gender, 
marital status, and educational diversity. Of all diversity types, income diversity had the largest 
number of positive correlations.  

 Increased racial/ethnic diversity was correlated with increased age and marital diversity 
 Increased political diversity was correlated with decreases in income, marital, and gender 

diversity.  
 The size and age of a company was correlated with fluctuations in all types of diversity. Most 

notably, the oldest and largest companies demonstrated the most racial/ethnic diversity in 
audience composition.  
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The study’s primary takeaway was that a range of diversity types, and company characteristics, must be 
taken into account when any one type is being considered. For example, while the racial/ethnic disparity 
in Bay Area theatergoing is vast and may seem difficult to address in and of itself, the problem may 
become more manageable when approached through the positively correlated measures of income, age, 
and marital diversity (Lord, 2015). 

BONFILS-STANTON FOUNDATION – DENVER  

The Bonfils-Stanton Foundation, a prominent arts funding and research group in Denver, conducted an 
audience diversity study to examine audience diversification efforts at several area large arts presenters, 
including Colorado Ballet, Colorado Symphony, and the Denver Center for the Performing Arts (Bond, 
2015). This was focused on diversifying Denver’s mainstream, benchmark arts organizations and did not 
include such smaller “culturally specific” organization as Su Teatro, a Latino theatre company that views 
its priority as serving Denver’s communities of color.  

The Bonfils-Stanton study concluded that building diverse audiences (at large mainstream institutions) 
requires arts presenters to  

 strategize in multiple areas simultaneously, including marketing to target audiences  
 build “one-to-one” relationships with patrons  
 develop programming content that is “authentic” and “relevant,” forming “meaningful 

connections” with and among community organizations, community leaders, and artists  
 invest in organizational and institutional change  

The final two points are of particular note. Diverse programming will not fully connect with the public if it 
is simply an add-on; it must emerge organically from an institution/organization that not only presents 
diversity, but also represents diversity in its very makeup: “A wealth of research on audience 
development illustrates that, however a person comes to a performance and whatever happens on the 
stage,” writes Bond (2015), “a meaningful shift to audience diversity is unlikely without a foundation of 
true inclusion at every institutional level. Without culturally representative influences on the executive 
staff or in the board room, for example, many cultural organizations are left to make guesses about what 
does or doesn't serve, motivate or reach non-white audiences, when they consider the question at all” 
(Bond, 2015).  

As a result, mainstream, benchmark Denver institutions like the Colorado Opera, Symphony, and Ballet, 
have started presenting more inclusive programs, in this case highlighting Latino and African-American 
artists and content; collaborating with local theatre groups on a black box series; and producing free live 
streaming of performances. The diversification of programming, in other words, if it is to be successful, 
must stem from an overall institutional “evolution” – a transformation from the inside out (Bond, 2015).  

The Bonfils-Stanton study demonstrated that the transformation of mainstream arts entities isn’t enough 
to ensure full inclusion and equity in the arts; in fact, disproportional attention to, and funding of, 
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diversification efforts at large and powerful institutions might actually hamper the achievement of full 
cultural equity (Bond, 2015). One potential problem is the diversion of participants of color from the 
organizations that depend on their patronage for survival. The other side of this issue is the lack of 
capacity and resources for audience diversification efforts by organizations of color, which tend to have 
smaller budgets and fewer individual donors (DeVos Institute of Arts Management, 2015). The challenge, 
in other words, is figuring out how to grow audiences for, and leverage more resources in support of, 
smaller organizations that serve communities of color. This is a burden that should not rest on the 
shoulders of communities of color alone, but rather be part of a wider public mandate (Bond, 2015).  

DIVERSITY BEYOND DEMOGRAPHICS  

Demographic data alone is not sufficient for a complete understanding of arts audiences. Demographic 
characteristics must be understood as part of a complex of factors, including psychographic traits such as 
preferences for challenging experiences, active participation, and learning new things; personal history of 
arts attendance, or lack thereof, with one’s family; and environmental factors like exhibit and membership 
costs, as well as the presence of active word-of-mouth networks, which account for more visits than does 
marketing (Falk, 1993; Falk, 1998). Data also shows that audience decisions to participate, or not, in the 
arts has as much to do with these demographic, psychographic, personal and environmental factors as it 
does with the “intrinsic value” of the artwork itself (Hood, 1983, cited in Mintz, 1997).  

Ethnic groups are not homogenous and should not be treated as such. Nor is any other group an arts 
organization may seek to include. Arts organizations, when faced with demographic changes in their 
potential audiences, must also recognize and account for the ways in which factors of education and 
income lead to “polarization” within ethnic/racial groups. Japanese and Hmong in the US, for example, 
diverge greatly on measures of household income and educational attainment (Mintz, 1997), factors that 
likely affect their relative levels of arts participation (Rabkin & Hedberg, 2011; Stern, 2011; Stallings, 
2015). Within ethnic groups, and within immigrant and refugee populations, the length of time lived in 
the US makes for differing perspectives and values. It is important to understand this in order to avoid 
making claims about participation levels based on race/ethnicity alone, and to understand it rather as 
rooted in a complex of factors that shape how families engage with the arts.  

 

PROMISING PRACTICES: MUSEUMS  

This section presents case studies of five museums that have made notable efforts toward diversity in 
their audiences/visitors and programming:  

 Museum of Contemporary Art (San Diego): Reaching a wider Latino audience through multiple 
community engagement initiatives and the formation of a cultural advisory committee  



 
 

Cultural Equity and Inclusion Initiative  43 
Literature Review  
  

 

 Indianapolis Museum of Arts: Reaching a wider Black audience through marketing, dedicated 
staffing, corporate partnerships, and community relations  

 New Asian Art Museum (San Francisco): Reaching a wider Asian audience through visitor surveys, 
community engagement, and co-curation  

 Museum of New Zealand Te Papa Tongarewa: Transforming a European-oriented arts institution 
into a bicultural one  

 The Inclusive Museum: Museum of English Rural Life at University of Reading, U.K.: Preserving 
rural intangible heritage through consultation, collaborative interpretation and co-curation 

Both their work and the lessons they have learned offer models and promising practices not only for 
museums but all types of arts organizations in all disciplines.  

MUSEUM OF CONTEMPORARY ART, SAN DIEGO 

A series of initiatives beginning in the late 1980s by the Museum of Contemporary Art, San Diego, to 
reach the area’s Latino communities shows how programming and community engagement can be 
mutually reinforcing components of diversification efforts. In the late 1980s, MoCA San Diego partnered 
with the city’s premier Latino cultural organization, Centro Cultural de la Raza, to develop the “Dos 
Ciudades/Two Cities project,” which culminated in the 1993 exhibit La Frontera/The Border: Art about the 
Mexico/US border experience. The exhibit toured to five institutions, including one in Tijuana. An 
accompanying publication drew sustained attention to the project. In 1995, MoCA continued its 
diversification efforts with the “Arte/Comunidad” initiative, funded by Pew and Irvine (under a “museums 
and their communities” grant program), which led to the creation of a high school arts program called 
STREETsmART, an artist residency at a children’s center, the creation of a community outreach 
coordinator position, and a series of museum visitor studies.  

In 1996, with support from the Lila Wallace Readers Digest Fund (for “accessibility initiatives”), MoCA set 
out to cultivate middle class Latinos in the region as patrons and partners in the museum’s diversification 
efforts. The initiative, entitled “Ojos Diversos/With Different Eyes” was designed to build audiences in 
three areas: 1) Knowledge about MoCA, via marketing partnerships with Latino media and public 
programming relevant to Latinos in San Diego; 2) Attendance at exhibitions and public events; and 3) 
Support of MoCA, by driving membership, corporate sponsorship, and philanthropic donations. More 
recently, MoCA’s “Pan-American Project” shifted the focus of programming to young emerging Latino 
artists across the Americas (Farell, 1997).  

These initiatives, combined, led to several important outcomes. First is that it helped MoCA develop a 
more nuanced understanding of the Latino audiences they serve. As the range of program themes at 
MoCA show, successful diversification efforts must be sensitive to the varieties of experiences, identities, 
and demographics that exist within broad racial/ethnic designations. The museum’s success in diversifying 
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its audiences was also the result of a forward-looking, long-term commitment to building relationships 
with Latino communities in the San Diego region. An important strategy was the formation of a Latino 
Cultural Advisory Committee (LCAC) to help with programming, development, and partnership cultivation. 
Members of the LCAC were also invited to sit on the museum’s board of trustees as part of the board’s 
Community Outreach and Marketing Committee. Other outcomes included the development of bi-lingual 
communications, marketing, and interpretive material, as well the establishment of free family Sunday 
programs at accessible locations. The museum has also begun identifying and deepening contextual 
information for its permanent collection of Latino artwork (Farell, 1997).  

INDIANAPOLIS MUSEUM OF ART (IMA) 

When the Indianapolis Museum of Art (IMA) surveyed its visitors in 1990, it discovered that only 2% of 
African Americans in Indianapolis had ever visited the museum. One of the primary barriers to attendance 
identified was the perception among African Americans that the museum was both inaccessible to the 
community (in the sense of “exclusive”) and that its exhibitions weren’t relevant to the community (White 
& Helmus, 1997).  

In response, the IMA set up a task force and embarked on a diversification initiative with funding from the 
Lila Wallace Readers Digest Fund and local black-owned businesses. Their strategy involved:  

 Programming community-based exhibits and events based on the museum’s permanent 
collection of African art. These programs were designed to attract “non-traditional” visitors by 
creating a “festival” atmosphere through the incorporation of music, dance, and family activities. 
The first of these, Africafest, commenced in 1993 and has since grown into a popular event 
(White & Helmus, 1997).  

 Building relationships with media outlets and marketing through those known to be used by 
diverse audiences.  

 Collaborating with like-minded local nonprofits, with whom the museum could exchange services 
and gain greater access to local patrons. This included involvement with area after-school and 
youth career programs, which helped raise the museum’s visibility in the community.  

 Cultivating private and corporate support, especially by black philanthropists and business 
owners.  

 Hiring staff to oversee their “audience development” efforts and creating an Educational 
Outreach Coordinator position. Part this staff’s work was to help leverage the popularity of 
Africafest to grow regular membership.  

The IMA’s diversity initiative proved a modest success, with a 4% increase in African American 
membership, the growth of Africafest into a major area attraction, and a sustainable community 
engagement program (White & Helmus, 1997). 
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NEW ASIAN ART MUSEUM, SAN FRANCISCO 

The example of San Francisco’s New Asian Art Museum (NAAM) demonstrates how building a diverse 
audience base is crucial not just for mainstream organizations but also for the survival of culturally specific 
arts organizations. Although NAAM held strong and culturally relevant content, it still had a difficult time 
drawing Asian visitors (Ragland-Dilworth, 1997).  

The museum conducted audience surveys and convened discussions with Asian community leaders. What 
the NAAM learned was that Asians in general perceived the museum as “aloof and uninterested in them.” 
Based on suggestions from the community leadership, the museum’s efforts to build Asian audiences 
included:  

 Involving community organization and leaders in programming decisions, and using these 
channels to draw locals to the museum for events and educational programming, including 
career fairs for young people.  

 Participating in Asian community celebrations and events, as well as hosting relevant events 
during Asian holidays.  

 Soliciting community involvement in exhibitions through a steering committee of Asian 
community leaders and a museum volunteer committee.  

 Conducting “market research” and evaluation. 

As a result of this commitment to building more diverse audiences, the museum’s core attendance tripled 
between 1994-1998, including a 25% increase in Asian membership. The diversity of the museum’s 
volunteer corps has increased, including the growth of Asian volunteer participation to 34% of the corps. 
The museum also learned what it needed to do to maintain these achievements, namely create a multi-
lingual environment, a comfortable social space, showcase “high-quality” art, and make exhibits 
interactive. The museum found that education and income levels are still the main determinates of 
museum attendance among Asians, a reminder that it is profitable to take multiple measures of diversity 
into account, even when targeting one (Ragland-Dilworth, 1997).  

THE MUSEUM OF NEW ZEALAND TE PAPA TONGAREWA 

In the 1990s, The Museum of New Zealand Te Papa Tongarewa sought to transform itself from a 
Eurocentric institution into a site bridging the country’s European and Maori heritages. This 
transformation was based on four principles. First was the understanding that the museum would be bi-
cultural. This principle would be reflected in everything from architecture and interpretive material to the 
composition of the museum’s leadership. This principle of biculturalism applies even to norms of visitor 
interaction with the collection. While in European museum culture participants strive to understand the 
“life behind the object,” for Maori what matters is an “affective connection” to the objects and to the 
“spirit contained in [them].” The museum, therefore, took on the role of “caretaker,” not owner, of the 
Maori objects in their collection. Maintaining the legitimacy of this role requires continual and long-term 
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outreach to and partnership with New Zealand’s Maori communities. The second principle is for the 
museum to be patron focused, which includes creating a variety of indoor and outdoor spaces designed to 
be welcoming for people of European and Maori background alike. Third is the recognition and validation 
of both European and Maori intellectual heritages, which took the form of bicultural scholarly 
partnerships and the development of bilingual and bicultural interpretive material. The final principle is 
that the museum be commercially viable and financially sustainable (Tramposch, 1998).  

Institutional transformations like that of the Museum of New Zealand require a cultural relativism 
predicated on the de-centering of Western aesthetic and institutional standards. In the museum context, 
this means seeing art not only as an object of preservation, but also as part of the active cultural and 
social life of a community (Scarborough, 1998).  

Institutions like the Museum of New Zealand Te Papa Tongarewa, in other words, may be seen as more 
than sites of object curation; they should be seen, rather, as “meeting places of culture” (Archabal, 1998). 
The understanding of museums as places where a society’s common culture – its “multiculture” – can 
thrive is necessary to building institutions that are responsive to the needs of their surrounding 
communities. As much as they are “institutions of memory,” museums are also crucial to the sustenance 
of living cultures in a rapidly changing world. In other words, museums’ responsibilities extend to making 
sure that the “customs, languages, traditions, and environments of local people can thrive in the larger 
context of globalization” (Archabal, 1998). 

THE INCLUSIVE MUSEUM: MUSEUM OF ENGLISH RURAL LIFE AT UNIVERSITY OF 
READING, U.K. 

The International Institute for the Inclusive Museum (IIIM) is an online network of educational, research, 
and cultural institutions that exchange knowledge and resources across a variety of disciplines and 
geographical specialties. What all participating institutions and organizations share is a commitment to 
international standards and goals for cultural diversity and development that have recently been 
advanced by the International Council of Museums (ICOM), UNESCO, and the UN (International Institute 
for the Inclusive Museum, n.d.) 

The Museum of English Rural Life (MERL) at University of Reading, U.K., is an IIIM partner that is applying 
UNESCO-defined notions of intangible heritage to the practice of a rural community museum. The 
museum is in an unusual position in that it is also university-based, which gives it a research mandate and 
the resources to carry it out (Smith, 2009). MERL was founded in 1951 as an initiative to collect and curate 
artifacts of rural artisanal traditions perceived to be endangered by modernity. Engagement with local 
craftspeople was limited mainly to the consultation and documentation of traditional knowledge.  

This preservationist approach was followed until the early 2000s when the museum reinvented itself as a 
meeting place for the performance and discussion of rural folk culture past and present, and as a space 
where the polyphony of voices that constitute “English rural culture” could be heard. Reorienting the 
narrative away from loss and towards cultural continuity, the museum introduced concerts of 
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contemporary rural folk music and films documenting present-day artisanal culture. One of their key 
discoveries was that participation in cultural heritage practices today is not necessarily based in 
inheritance, but is rather something people elect to do. The museum also developed partnerships with 
non-arts community organizations, such as a collaborative interpretation project with student researchers 
at University of Reading and co-curated an exhibit about the U.K.’s Women’s Institute, in partnership with 
The Women’s Library, London. Most recently, they have engaged the National Federation of Young 
Farmers Clubs in a photography exhibit about the lives of rural young people.  

 

PROMISING PRACTICES: PERFORMING ARTS ORGANIZATIONS 

 August Wilson Red Door Project (Portland, OR): Lessons learned enacting the City of Portland’s 
2012 equity plan  

 Arts Council England (ACE) National Portfolio Organizations: Duckie and Stopgap Theatre Co.: 
Expanding diversity in terms of sexual orientation, age, class and ability  

 Muntu Dance Theatre (Chicago, IL): Culturally specific arts organization expanding its audience 
demographics  

AUGUST WILSON RED DOOR PROJECT  

The August Wilson Red Door Project emerged in response to the City of Portland’s 2012 equity plan, 
which mandated that arts organizations diversify their audiences, staff, and boards in order to help 
balance the “racial ecology” of the region. The Red Door Project, named after Wilson’s chosen symbol of 
racial healing and redemption, is an initiative of the Portland Equity in the Arts Consortium (PEAC), a 
network of small theatre companies. The consortium members are PlayWrite, Inc.; Artists Repertory 
Theatre; Hand2Mouth Theatre; Portland Playhouse and Third Rail Repertory Theatre.  

In their 2013 year-end report to funder James and Marion Miller Foundation, PEAC members reflected on 
what they had learned by participating in the Red Door Project. Among the lessons learned were the 
following:  

 While it is important to engage with existing community leadership, arts organizations must also 
learn to see themselves as community leaders with responsibilities to their constituents 

 Internal reflection and change within arts organizations is a necessary condition of wider 
diversification of the arts ecology 

 Identifying and cultivating “bridges” or “connectors” – people or groups that can link 
organizations with different community segments – is crucial to the engagement process 
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 Inclusion isn’t a zero sum game – organizations should avoid yielding to “false choices,” e.g., 
increasing the bottom line through ticket sales versus attracting audiences of color; diversity is a 
complex issue that demands complex and creative solutions 

 Audience diversity is about more than increasing attendance and membership by people of color; 
it’s “part of a bigger discussion about keeping theatre relevant to new generations” and 
enhancing civic life 

 There’s never enough time or money, which is exactly why diversity needs to be a non-
negotiable priority, a principle built into every level of organizations’ daily operations (August 
Wilson Red Door Project, 2013). 

ARTS COUNCIL ENGLAND (ACE) NATIONAL PORTFOLIO ORGANIZATIONS: DUCKIE AND 
STOP GAP THEATRE CO. 

As part of its 2014 initiative to promote diversity and inclusion in the staff, boards, programming and 
audiences of its grantees, Arts Council England (ACE) required participating National Portfolio 
Organizations (NPOs) and Major Partner Museums (MPMs) to develop “equality action plans” and 
demonstrate greater representation and inclusion of underserved populations in their arts programs (see 
Case Study, p. 32). This section highlights two ACE-funded NPOs that focus on diversities of sexual 
orientation, age, class and ability.  

Duckie, an ACE-funded NPO that describes itself as a “post-queer performance and events collective,” has 
its roots in London’s late twentieth-century queer working-class club culture (Duckie, n.d.). Duckie 
produces what they call “event culture” – interactive entertainment experiences that blur the boundaries 
between disciplines and genres, audiences and performers. Their programming centers on their “socially 
engaged arts clubs” focused on different specific groups, including working-class people over age sixty, 
LGBTQ youth, and Londoners struggling with homelessness, addiction and other vulnerabilities. As a 
product of London’s working-class gay community, Duckie’s founder Simon Casson has sought to apply 
the lessons of his own experience of marginalization to developing arts programs that engage other 
marginalized communities. Posh Club, which now draws year-round capacity crowds, has successfully 
demonstrated that “queer world-making tactics can be exported to other contexts of marginalization” 
(Walters, 2015). Duckie’s programming – through its informality and interdisciplinarity – seeks to break 
down the conventions and pretensions of upper class theatergoing, factors that Casson believes alienate 
London’s marginalized populations, and pose barriers to fuller participation in the arts (Stratton, 2002).  

ACE-funded NPO Stopgap Theatre is a mixed-ability dance company whose guiding principle is “inclusive 
choreography.” Focused on building dance participation by people with physical and learning disabilities, 
Stopgap runs performance companies, inclusive professional artist training programs and community 
outreach programs targeting schools and community centers. They also produce publications highlighting 
pedagogical and professional practices for mixed-ability companies. The company emphasizes that 
diversity is fundamentally about using difference to fuel creative growth: “Rather than denying the 
disability or pretending that we are all the same, we are reaping the artistic rewards on offer because of 
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our differences” (Stopgap Dance Company, n.d., italics in original). From its origins as a small community 
project in 1995, Stopgap has grown in size and scope of vision, garnering international recognition for 
both its inclusivity and the quality of artistry. It is now acknowledged as the U.K.’s first mixed-ability 
touring company and Britain’s first inclusive company to produce original feature-length work for the 
international touring circuit. The company’s teaching staff is also mixed-ability, and their program 
graduates often return as mentors and collaborators.  

MUNTU DANCE THEATRE (CHICAGO) 

Founded in 1972, Chicago-based Muntu Dance Theatre specializes in the music, dance, and folklore of 
Africa and the African Diaspora. In the 1990s the company sought to diversify its audiences in multiple 
ways and on multiple fronts. Leadership noticed that while its core audience in Chicago was 
predominantly African-American, its touring audiences were more than three-quarters white.  

In order to attract more diverse audiences on tour, the company developed the How to Market Muntu Kit 
in order to help presenters more effectively reach audiences of color. On the home front, Muntu 
addressed the challenges of Chicago’s changing demography, specifically the company’s lack of white, 
young and Northside patrons, by focusing on growing audience diversity by race, age and geography. To 
achieve this, they built stronger ties with Northside Chicago by scheduling regular performances and 
workshops there, marketed more effectively to local white audiences by targeting media outlets with 
predominantly white patrons, reached more diverse audiences through corporate partnerships, and 
developed educational outreach programs aimed at young people. While all of these approaches worked 
to grow audience diversity, the youth outreach strategy seems to have had the most significant impact, 
leading to concert audiences comprised of, in some cases, 50 percent teens and young adults. More 
important than driving attendance, it cultivated appreciable interest, involvement, and investment in 
Muntu by a whole new generation of Chicagoans (Arts Marketing Center of the Arts & Business Council of 
Chicago, 2000).  

 

FUNDING FOR DIVERSITY AND EQUITY  

Arts and culture funders can play critical roles in changing the arts ecology by supporting research on 
diversity and equitable practice, and by offering arts organizations the guidance and capacity-building 
resources they need to redirect their principles, priorities, and programs towards the goal of equity. Two 
leaders in this regard have been the National Endowment for the Arts and the James Irvine Foundation.  

NATIONAL ENDOWMENT FOR THE ARTS – EXPANSION ARTS PROGRAM  

In 1971, the National Endowment for the Arts (NEA) established the Expansion Arts Program (EAP), which 
was designed to “assist professionally directed arts organizations of high artistic quality that are deeply 
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rooted in and reflective of the culture of a minority, inner city, rural, or tribal community.” In other words, 
it sought to reach people of color, poor rural white communities, and otherwise marginalized and 
underserved artists and arts organizations. (Rhode Island Expansion Arts Program, n.d.; National 
Endowment for the Arts, 1989). A number of the program’s first grantees, including the Alvin Ailey 
American Dance Theater (New York) and the Japanese American Community and Cultural Center (Los 
Angeles) grew from small community initiatives into internationally renowned institutions (NEA, 2009). 
The problem the NEA had recognized and sought to address was not the quality of community based art, 
or even the possibility of its large scale appeal. It was, instead, a matter of recognition and resources.  

EAP led to several innovative national projects, including the Advancement Program, which offered 
managerial and capacity-building assistance to local arts organizations; and the Community Foundation 
Initiative, which offered seed grants to local philanthropic foundations, enabling them to establish 
endowments that support community-based arts. In the face of budget cuts, the NEA was forced to end 
the EAP in 1995. While parts of the EAP were folded into the NEA’s existing programs, the impact on 
community organizations was devastating. More than sixty percent of the organizations receiving EAP 
assistance in the mid-1990s were shuttered within five years of the program’s end (Rhode Island 
Expansion Arts Program, n.d.).  

The legacy of the EAP was not entirely lost, however. The Community Foundation Initiative, which 
emerged from the EAP and ran from 1985-1994, had a lasting impact on the communities in which it 
granted seed money to local philanthropic foundations. An exemplar in this regard is the Rhode Island 
Foundation, which received a seed grant from the EAP in 1985 to build an endowment that would more 
equitably allocate arts funding in the region. They used this relatively small grant ($200,000) to leverage 
enough private funds to establish an endowment for community-based arts in Rhode Island. Today the 
Rhode Island Foundation, in partnership with the Rhode Island State Council on the Arts and the Rhode 
Island Council for the Humanities, offers grants to “small organizations whose programs and missions 
center on the cultural practices and traditions of Rhode Island’s diverse peoples,” with emphases on both 
integrating “newly-emerging groups” into the region’s arts ecology and supporting these same 
organizations’ community-specific mandates for “cultural preservation, education, and youth 
development” (Rhode Island Foundation, n.d.).  

More recently, in 2016 the California Arts Council launched the Cultural Pathways grant program 
specifically for “small and emerging organizations rooted in communities of color, recent immigrant and 
refugee communities, or tribal groups” (California Arts Council, 2016). The goals of this new grant 
program are to strengthen the capacity of arts organizations that serve and represent the diversity of 
California, and to provide significant professional development and technical assistance to those 
organizations and their leaders.  

JAMES IRVINE FOUNDATION – EXPLORING ENGAGEMENT FUND 

For a decade now, the James Irvine Foundation has taken the lead in sponsoring innovative research on 
arts engagement in California and supporting organizations committed to making the state’s arts ecology 
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more diverse and equitable. In 2013, Irvine established the Exploring Engagement Fund (EEF) to “provide 
risk capital for California arts organizations with innovative ideas and a readiness to take bold steps that 
will engage new and diverse populations” (Irvine Foundation, 2014). The three-prong goal of the EFF is to 
help arts organizations strengthen their commitment to engagement as a core principle, to program for 
engagement in experimental and innovative ways, and to develop a community of practice dedicated to 
arts engagement in California. More specifically, Irvine encourages their grantees to invest time in 
building trust with their constituents, partnering strategically with community organizations, making the 
arts more appealing and accessible to “nontraditional” audiences, and by programming for community 
spaces rather than traditional venues.  

Irvine has made 91 EEF grants to date, with a total investment of $15.5 million. The 52 organizational 
grantees surveyed for the 2012-2013 phase produced 1,417 events in all, reaching a total of 127,074 
participants. Grantees reported that more than half of the events attracted majority audiences of color 
(with per event numbers between 70 and 100 percent), while just under half of the events were attended 
primarily by low-income participants (Irvine Foundation, 2014).   
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CASE STUDY: REGIONAL ARTS AND CULTURE COUNCIL (OREGON) 

As part of their “initiative to promote equitable access to arts and culture” in Oregon’s Clackamas, Multnomah, and 
Washington counties, the Regional Arts & Culture Council (RACC), with assistance from research and evaluation firm CR 
Smith Consulting, developed the toolkit An Introduction to Engaging Diverse Audiences (2014).  

RACC defines diversity as “the range of unique characteristics of individuals including race, ethnicity, gender, sexual 
orientation, socio-economic status, age, physical abilities, religious beliefs or other ideologies, and relationship to place 
(rural/urban).” And they define equity as the condition in which “everyone has access to the opportunities necessary to 
satisfy their essential needs, advance their well-being, and achieve their full potential.” 

Their recommendations for increasing diversity, cultural equity and inclusion are as follows: 

 Establish a foundation. Honestly assess where you currently stand and commit to making the principle of equity 
foundational to all of your organization’s work. This includes coming to a shared definition of terms. Diversity 
and equity are widely used terms, but it’s important for an organization to articulate its own understanding of 
them. RACC is careful to note that this means both carving new paths to access and removing existing barriers. 
The goal of “foster[ing] equitable access to the arts by increasing the participation of and engagement with 
diverse audiences” must be embedded in the mission, values, culture, and structure of an 
organization/institution. It is important to understand that this isn’t just “the right thing to do”; it is “vital for an 
organization’s economic sustainability.”  

 Assess your current audience. Collect data on audiences based on both census categories and self-
identification. Ideally this information would be analyzed yearly for comparative purposes.  

 Define audience segments [and plan outreach]. Categorize your audiences into segments. Who is 
underrepresented? Who do you want to reach out to? Who is going to lead this effort and what resources 
(human, financial, or material) do you need to accomplish it?  

 Determine programs and events. Consider relevance and appeal of current programs to audience segments you 
want to engage. Programming is about relationship building and “engagement is a two-way street.” An arts 
organization cannot expect a community to become invested in them if the arts organization is not also 
invested in the community. It’s important, then, for arts organizations to participate in community and wider 
civic events. Even more valuable is for the organization to develop staff and board that are more representative 
of the general public and can help forge sustainable partnerships with target communities. “Continuity is key”; 
pilots and one-shot programs won’t have a lasting impact.  

 Develop a marketing and communications plan. On this point, RACC cites Nicole Lane, Marketing and PR 
Director for Portland’s Artist Repertory Theater. Marketing to diverse and historically marginalized segments of 
the public (in this case as potential theater audiences) isn’t actually about marketing, per se; “it’s about 
learning and acknowledging the barriers to diverse audiences’ seeing themselves as theatergoers, then trying 
to reduce the roadblocks.” More broadly, this means understanding marketing and communications, like 
programming, as part of a process of community engagement and relationship building. It’s essential in this 
regard for arts organizations to ask what relationships they already have that can be leveraged, what 
relationships need to be cultivated, and what types of media and communication tools will be most effective 
for reaching the target segment. Portland’s Metro Youth Symphony, for example, built sustained relationships 
– not just single campaigns – with Spanish-language media and as a result were able to double Latino/Hispanic 
enrollment between the 2012/13 and 2014 /15 seasons.  

 Evaluate progress. Regular self-assessment, in the form of qualitative feedback and demographic data 
collection, is crucial to understanding how to move forward in terms of programming, staffing, and marketing.  

 


