Local Arts Agencies:  The Basics

What Are They?


Local arts agencies can be categorized in the following four ways:

· Community Arts Agencies/Councils

· Arts Centers

· Cultural Arts Commissions

· Arts Components of other private Nonprofit Organizations

The four categories suggest that there is a great deal of diversity among local arts agencies.  A Community Programs Development Task Force at the National Endowment developed the following definition of local arts agencies several years ago for the Arts (NEA):

"A public or private not-for-profit organization or agency, whose primary purpose is to provide a support system and network to develop, deliver and sustain arts activities in the community.  Its primary function is to provide some or all of the following services: support of individual artists, promotion of arts activities, grantsmaking, space provision and central administration services for arts organizations.  A local arts agency often serves as a forum for citizen's opinion and acts as an advocate for public and private support of the arts.  In addition, a local arts agency may sponsor programs in cooperation with local and neighborhood organizations, or on its own as a catalyst for audience development and new programming."

What Do They Do?



The scope and variety of services and programs that local arts agencies provide gives some understanding of the usefulness and value these agencies have in the communities they serve.  

The local arts agency as coordinator -- cultural clearinghouse for arts events; host monthly meetings of arts managers for information exchange; maintain master list of space available for performances and exhibits; sponsor national and local arts tours for children and adults; cultural exchanges with other communities.

The local arts agency as publisher -- calendars of arts events; newsletters; newspaper columns; workshop literature; exhibit catalogues; children's newspapers; directories of smaller arts organizations and/or local individual artists.  

The local arts agency as provider of services -- workshops; administrative/office assistance for smaller groups; maintain master mailing lists of artists and organizations; publicity; community speakers bureau; survey the community and members to determine the community's support for cultural programs and services; community box office as a central location for tickets; provide arts classes; library for arts reference materials; provide technical assistance to emerging arts groups; administer grant/funding programs.

The local arts agency as presenter -- sponsor performances during festivals; facilitate arts in education activities and partnerships with local schools; produce annual performing arts series.

The local arts agency as broker -- connect performing arts groups with potential sponsors; bring together individual artists and presenters, donors, and buyers; introduce arts organizations and funding sources to each other; enlighten civic groups about the effective use of funds and the employment of artists.

The local arts agency as advocate -- provide a unified source of information for local news media; conduct united fund drives; participate in or lead a civic effort to restore or beautify; encourage local government to adopt 1% for art legislation; distribute timely information about local, state and national arts legislation; encourage local governmental units to provide funding and services to artists and art organizations.

The local arts agency as producer -- of an arts festival; of visual arts and crafts exhibitions; of radio and TV programs; of PSA's (public service announcements) for artists and member organizations; of local and national arts competitions; of theatre, music and dance productions.

A local arts agency may do any combination of these projects.  This, of course, depends on the size and resources of the agency, as well as the needs of the community and agency members.  One of the most valuable services a local arts agency can provide; however, is consistently encouraging the finest expression of the arts regardless of the arts discipline.  One person does not usually have all of this appreciation, and so it is important to include individuals from various backgrounds and socioeconomic levels on the local arts agency board and committees and to consult with them regularly.

How Are They Established?

The formation of a local arts agency can follow a relatively simple and logical process. 

1. A few interested citizens hold a public meeting to present the idea of forming a local arts agency.  The meeting should be well publicized.  A broad cross-section of the community must be invited, and should include: individual artists, representatives from other arts agencies and social service organizations, teachers, school administrators, businessmen, civic leaders, elected officials, lawyers and other professionals.  Remember to include citizens from diverse socioeconomic and ethic backgrounds, as well as people with disabilities.  It is possible to request technical assistance for a speaker or facilitator to attend this meeting by contacting the Community Development Coordinator at the Ohio Arts Council.

2. At this meeting, an ad hoc steering committee can be formed to conduct a community assessment of the citizens, other arts agencies, schools, churches, recreation departments and civic groups.  This assessment can be designed in a variety of formats.  However, it is important to use a variety of methods to reach as many diverse people and organizations in your community as possible.  Some ideas include:  1) a questionnaire that is published in the local newspaper asking readers to identify arts activities or projects they would like to see offered in the community; and which activities they would support; 2) community conversations in a variety of venues, like PTA and Lions Club meetings, 3) a random mail survey; or 4) a random digit dial phone survey.  Remember, it is important to be as inclusive as possible.  Whichever methods you choose the results of the data gathering process should be tabulated and synthesized with a report to be presented during a second public meeting.  Be sure to thank people for their participation and demonstrate to them that you value their input.

3. As a result of this assessment of the community's desires and needs, an interim board of directors should be elected, goals of the local arts agency formulated and a structure for accomplishing the goals designed.  This involves determining which local arts agency structure is best for your local circumstances (i.e., a private, nonprofit agency; a department of the municipal government whose board is appointed by the mayor or city manager; a private nonprofit agency which is designated to receive and disburse public funds; a cultural component of a nonprofit agency which is formed for other purposes).

4. The charge of the interim board of directors will be to call a meeting, elect the first officers, write and adopt by-laws, and write and file the articles of incorporation.

How Do You Measure a Local Arts Agency’s Success?

Whether an agency is operated solely by volunteers or has a professional staff, it is imperative that planning takes place early.  There are many different ways to plan, but there are some basic components that must be present in you planning process.  Evaluation strategies need to be developed in the early stages of planning.  Designing a plan from the desired outcomes may be an effective method.

1. Needs Assessment (Environmental Scan) – This is the process of researching and outlining the conditions and situations that exist in the lives of your constituents and your professional field.  This information should be related to the purposes and goals of your organization.  It should be supported by evidence drawn from personal experience, from statistics provided by authoritative sources and from testimony by persons knowledgeable about the situation.  The information should be current.  This is the information on which an organization bases its arts services and programs.

2. Define Organizational Values – What does your organization believe in or value?  What are the values that drive your work?  Why are you starting this organization?  Values are hard to identify and even harder to talk about. But, by talking about the values and identifying the stared values within the organization, we develop a better understanding of what we should be doing and how we should be doing it.

3. Vision Statement – This is a statement defines where your organization and community is going in the future.  Ask your planning committee, “What do we want our community to look like in 5 or 10 years as a result of our efforts.  If we are successful, what will have changed in this community as a result of our work?”

4. Mission Statement – What is the organization going to do?  How will you achieve your vision, while honoring your values?  The development of your mission statement is the most valuable time will spend.  Simply put, it defines how you are going to get where it is you intend to go.  A clear and succinct mission statement will help you design activities to will help the organization achieve success.  A good mission statement says a lot with an economy of words.

5. Program Goals – Goal setting is the process of determining the most important needs and deciding which of those needs you can fill within the context of your values, vision and mission.  Goals are generally measurable and describe the "outcome" of your activities rather than the activities themselves.  Information obtained from the environmental scan will be helpful during this phase of planning.

6. Strategies – Or, also known as activities, procedures or methods.  This part of the planning process outlines the steps to be taken to achieve your organizational goals.  Strategies should be clearly written include the following points:

· Who will benefit?  What is the public good?

· Who is responsible for doing the work?, human resource needs

· Timeline for completing the strategy

· Connections to budget and financial needs

· Quantitative and qualitative ways to measure the success.  How will you know when a strategy has been completed?  What worked, what didn’t and why?  What changes will you make in the future?

4. Evaluation -- there are two aspects of an evaluation:

a.  Program evaluation - The program evaluation forces an organization to examine the clarity of its objectives, the ease with which they can be measured and the possibility of their being achieved.  This part of the evaluation needs to be considered at the beginning and throughout the planning process. 

b.  Process evaluation - A process evaluation may suggest the redirection of your efforts as you study the different elements of the method you have chosen.  This may also allow you to target resources more strategically as you examine the costs and benefits of the methods.

A thorough evaluation covers both program and process, and uses a combination of quantitative and qualitative measures to gauge success.  Components should include, but are not limited to:  surveys, comment cards, journal entries, meeting notes and minutes, ticket sales, attendance figures, etc.
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