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INTRODUCTION  

In its motion passed on November 10, 2015, the LA County Board of Supervisors stated their goal as 
improving “diversity in cultural organizations, in the areas of their leadership, staffing, programming and 
audience composition.”1

The literature lends these concepts into a division by slightly different categories, as follows:  

 This literature review is intended to investigate and provide background 
information on how others have addressed this question, both through academic research and 
practitioner experience.  

 Boards of Directors in Arts and Culture Organizations  
 The Arts and Culture Workforce  
 Audiences and Programming  

Audiences and programming are closely intertwined in the literature, and thus are combined in this 
report.  

Culturally specific arts organizations and their potential contribution to diversity, cultural equity and 
inclusion in the arts ecology emerged as a potentially powerful but not yet fully understood set of actors, 
so this topic was added as a fourth section in this report:  

 Culturally Specific Arts Organizations  

In addition, two case studies are offered of public arts agencies – one in Oregon and one in England – that 
have done notable work around diversity, cultural equity and inclusion.  

The report begins with a background discussion on diversity, cultural equity and inclusion in arts and 
culture, and it concludes with a series of broad lessons that emerged from the literature that apply to all 
four of the areas identified by the Board of Supervisors in their motion.  

  

                                                                 

1 For the full text of the motion, see http://file.lacounty.gov/bos/supdocs/99052.pdf.  

http://file.lacounty.gov/bos/supdocs/99052.pdf�
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DIVERSITY, CULTURAL EQUITY AND INCLUSION IN ARTS AND CULTURE  

In the US, discussions about diversity and cultural equity in the arts related to public policy date at least as 
far back as the founding of the National Endowment for the Arts (NEA) in 1965. The emergence of the 
NEA raised pointed questions about the public or “social value” of art as opposed to its aesthetic or 
“intrinsic value.” The NEA ultimately attempted to balance these “populist” and “elitist” perspectives, 
with the understanding that “art for art’s sake has never been a sufficient rationale for public support of 
the arts” (Mulcahy & Wyzomirski, 1995). In fact, “old” ideas about art such as limiting audience 
participation to a passive role and a focus on art for art’s sake have come to be seen as a barrier to 
discovering the roles art and cultural activities can play in bringing diverse people together through an 
artistic process that reveals cultural assets and strengthens communities (Jackson, 2009). The term 
“cultural equity” appears as early as 1978 in an NEA audience study where it is defined as a right to be 
both a producer and consumer of culture.  

While these terms and concepts have changed over time, discussions of diversity, cultural equity and 
inclusion in the field of arts and culture have not moved in a linear fashion. Language used to write and 
talk about those issues has changed, as have definitions of the “problem” to be “solved.” However, issues 
raised as early as 1965 and even earlier continue to be issues today.  

In recent US history there have been two periods of high interest in “affirmative action.” The first 
occurred approximately from 1972 to the early 1980s and the second in the 1990s, approximately the 
same time period as the Clinton administration (Cuyler, 2013). In the mid-2010s major concerns about 
diversity, cultural equity and inclusion have again arisen in public discourse as seen in LGBTQ organizing 
for marriage equality has seen major victories, the Black Lives Matter movement has grown to be a major 
political force, and the largest wave of refugees since World War II has begun to move across the globe. It 
is in this context that several leading arts and culture organizations announced new efforts and initiatives 
around diversity, cultural equity and inclusion, including the following:  

 Grantmakers in the Arts adopted a statement of purpose for their work in racial equity in arts 
philanthropy to increase arts funding for ALAANA (African, Latino(a), Asian, Arab, and Native 
American) artists, arts organizations, children, and adults  

 DataArts (formerly the Cultural Data Project) piloted a new tool to collect demographic data 
about staff, board members and volunteers in arts nonprofits  

 The New York City Department of Cultural Affairs collected diversity data from across the many 
museums and performing arts groups in the five boroughs  

While each of these occurred in 2015, they were the product of many months and even years of 
discussion around the issue. Those discussions have influenced actions by many smaller organizations as 
well, and the full range of performance, policy, data and other impacts are still unfolding.  
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Certain “habits” of arts policymaking in the U.S. are argued to have hindered true cultural pluralism (Price, 
1994). The maintenance of European disciplinary boundaries has led to the de facto marginalization and 
devaluation of art forms and expressive practices that do not fit within such confines. Excluding informal, 
interdisciplinary, and popular arts from policy considerations, Price suggests, fails to account for the 
diverse ways in which culture is produced and consumed today. Equally problematic is adherence to 
narrow models of audience development, such as “multicultural marketing,” in which people of color bear 
the burden of diversifying the audiences or programs of dominant-culture institutions that are generally 
European in origin and orientation. The “professionalization of arts interests” has led to the emergence of 
relatively powerful constituencies of arts professionals favored by state, regional and federal arts 
agencies. As a result, arts organizations of color, culturally specific organizations, and community-based 
organizations tend to be smaller2

Two key assumptions made by dominant-culture arts 
institutions and organizations are particularly important in this 
discussion of diversity, cultural equity and inclusion in the arts 
(Price, 1994). First is the misleading assumption that “parity of 
funding” – budget and staff time devoted to diversity initiatives 
as well as to quantitative measures of outcome – is an 
adequate indicator of equity in the arts. It is equally important, 
he says, for arts institutions and organizations to be aware of 
shifting demographics, and to engage the public in discussions 
about what they need and what they value culturally and 
artistically. Second is the notion that European arts are of broad human interest, whereas arts originating 
from communities of color relate to, and are representative of, that group only. Price (1994) argues that 
cultural pluralism should be important to all American communities.  

, and in some cases less professionalized, so they do not have the same 
level of access to or influence within dominant arts infrastructures (Price, 1994).  

Too often, businesses treat diversity as a compliance requirement, a box that must be checked. This 
misses the advantages that come from “creating a work environment that promotes inclusion in all its 
variations” (Bourke, Smith, Stockton & Wakefield, 2014). Arts Council England, by contrast, has begun to 
reframe its interest in diversity as moving from a focus on remedying past imbalances toward a positive 
celebration of diversity (Arts Council England, 2015b). 

“Cultural equity,” “inclusion” and “diversity” are three terms that are often used interchangeably, though 
they mean subtly different things. These terms are also defined by how they are used in practice. Below 
are several examples of how they have been defined by practitioners working in the arts and culture field.  

                                                                 
2 Definitions of “small” in arts nonprofits can vary by discipline, geography and funder. The LA County Arts 
Commission’s Organizational Grants Program defines its OGP 1 organizations as those with an annual budget of 
up to $199,999.  

“Because of its public voice, the 
cultural sector is influential in shaping 
wider social attitudes to equality and 
diversity”  

-- Andy Parkinson and Jamie Buttrick, 
reporting to Arts Council England 



 
 

Cultural Equity and Inclusion Initiative  6 
Literature Review  
  

 

 In its work to improve diversity in the arts sector, Arts Council England refers to race, ethnicity, 
faith, disability, age, gender, sexuality, class and economic disadvantage, and any social or 
institutional barriers that prevent people from creating, participating or enjoying the arts (Arts 
Council England, 2015b).  

 One consultant review of 21 initiatives to expand diversity in arts and culture nonprofits found 
many different aspects of diversity to be included, and that they varied by initiative. The top five 
elements of diversity across all 21 initiatives were age, race, culture, socioeconomic status and 
ethnicity (Smith, 2013).  

 HBO’s writing fellowship targeting diverse writers defines it as anyone who identifies as Asian 
Pacific, Sub-Continent Asian, African American, Hispanic, Native American, Middle Eastern, 
and/or women (HBO, 2015).  

 In its statement of core values, Theatre Communications Group (TCG) has defined diversity as 
“the plurality of aesthetic, perspective, race, class, gender, age, mission, as well as organizational 
size and structure” (Theatre Communications Group, n.d.a.).  

 A review of the literature related to audiences, participation, workforce and access to finance in 
the arts ultimately recommended that efforts to increase diversity “view inequality across a 
number of protected characteristics with socio-economic status as a key, cross-cutting feature” 
(Parkinson & Buttrick, 2014).  

In order to measure change in diversity, cultural equity and inclusion in the arts, then terms must be 
defined, clear goals must be set and data collected over time. In addition to establishing baselines for 
improvement and benchmarks to achieve, standardized definitions as well as common data collection 
procedures are needed in order to compare across organizations, disciplines and geographic regions 
(Smith, 2013). Just as important, the level at which progress is to be measured is necessary. Should 
diversity be measured within individual institutions, across all of Los Angeles County, within specific 
disciplines, or at other levels? The goals set by the Advisory Committee should ultimately drive how data 
is collected and success measured.  

While this literature review is divided into four sections, in practice, boards, workforce, audiences and 
programming are closely interconnected, and the role of culturally specific arts organizations are relevant 
in all four areas. For example, practitioners such as the Greater Pittsburgh Arts Council provided free 
diversity training to arts organizations in its region that addressed the issue broadly. They took materials 
on the topic that outline a long-term process appropriate for all nonprofits (Third Sector New England, 
2010) and added arts-specific framing materials (Greater Pittsburgh Arts Council, 2015). The GIA 
statement of purpose on racial equity in arts philanthropy outlines action steps in multiple areas 
(Grantmakers in the Arts, 2015). Each of these suggests a long-term, iterative process that engages all 
parts and levels of the organization, no matter how big or small.  
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A NOTE ON LANGUAGE 

Discussions of diversity, cultural equity and inclusion use contested language and terms. Many of these 
terms refer to social constructs that are, themselves, contested territory, particularly concepts of race and 
ethnicity. For example, is the term “Hispanic” or Latino” more correct or appropriate? And what rich 
diversity is lost by lumping all “Hispanics” or “Latinos” into a single category? As another example, is the 
term “people of color” more or less problematic than its opposite in the U.S. Census, “non-Hispanic 
whites?”  

Language also changes over time and space. Terms that were once acceptable are no longer. Terms that 
are acceptable in some communities are not in others. Terms that are used in the US may not apply in 
other countries and vice versa.  

In this report the authors opted to use the terms used in the literature being referenced. For example, 
when writing about a document that refers to “African Americans,” that term is used, while the term 
“Black” is used when writing about documents that use that term. The intent is to reflect the literature 
accurately. The tradeoff is that terms are inconsistent throughout the report, as they are both in the 
literature and in the many different ways people talk about diversity, cultural equity and inclusion.  

 

LIMITATIONS  

This literature review was conducted over a nine week period between December 9, 2015 and February 8, 
2016. This work took place simultaneous to the development of the LA County Arts Commission’s Cultural 
Equity and Inclusion Initiative and its leadership. Key definitions of terms were not determined in 
advance, nor had the scope of the Advisory Committee’s remit been fully defined. In fact, even 
terminology changed during this time, as the term “diversity” in the motion by the Board of Supervisors 
was replaced on the Advisory Committee by the terms “cultural equity and inclusion.” More specific 
definitions and a narrower scope could have provided tighter parameters and thus a more precise focus 
for the team working on this literature review. Without those parameters in place, the team looked at 
these issues through a wider lens that, by necessity, made the search less deep.  

Interest in the question of diversity, cultural equity and inclusion in the arts and culture sector has been 
on the rise in late 2015 and early 2016. Much is being written, and even as this report was going to press 
colleagues were sending new articles that had just been published or discovered (in some cases, 
rediscovered). Much of this writing, the team found, is emergent in nature. The problems are being 
identified from many different points of view. Consensus on the nature of the problem is less defined. 
Proven solutions are difficult to find.  

As a result of the tight time frame, the wide focus and the emerging nature of research and writing in this 
area, this literature review should be considered a first look at the five key issues covered here. The 
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examples provided are not exhaustive, and it is likely that members of the Advisory Committee will be 
able to provide many more. Conversations with leading practitioners, academics and other thinkers in the 
field can provide greater nuance and will unearth more ideas. Literature on these issues as well as new 
ones that may emerge could be investigated at even greater depth. In seeking to understand how to 
improve diversity, cultural equity and inclusion and ensure that all have equal access to the benefits that 
arts and culture offer, there is much more to be discussed, debated and learned.  

  


