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NAMAC’s mission is to foster and fortify the culture and business of independent media arts.  

Through dialogue, collaboration, research and advocacy, we connect, organize, and develop  

organizations.  As we look ahead, our 20-year vision is to see arts and media operating in a  

sustainable and creative environment, rooted in communities, interconnected through  

technology, and global in reach. 

NAMAC was founded and incorporated in 1980 by regional media arts organizations with the  

belief that together they represented a stronger social and cultural force than alone. Today  

NAMAC is a growing network of organizations and individuals unified in their dedication to  

encouraging and protecting the media and digital arts – from the moving image of film and  

video to new digital forms – as vital cultural expression;  and to ensuring that the media arts  

have a voice in the great telecommunications and cultural policy debates of our era.    

NAMAC’s 400+ members and allies form a profile of today’s changing independent media  

industry.  From contemporary art spaces to major museums, our membership reflects 

America’s ethnic and geographic diversity.  The roster includes – but is not limited to – media  

arts and technology centers, artist cooperatives, university-based programs, exhibitors and  

distributors, film archives, multidisciplinary centers and community access TV stations.  Many of  

our organizational members serve culturally specific, youth, senior and disabled communities.   

Although the public may not be aware of it, much of the independent or public interest media  

they see in theaters, on public television, on websites, in museums, in schools, churches or other  

community- based venues may have been supported by NAMAC’s member organizations,  

whose combined constituents numbers over 400,000 producers, creators and other media  

professionals across fifty states. Audiences range in the millions. 

Our website (www.namac.org) delivers highly useful and heavily used online services, creating  

a social media environment with interactivity around information, resource, and community  

networking.  Our National Conference is a biennial gathering of media arts professionals,  

advocates, and supporters across arts disciplines and public sectors. 

The conference is supplemented by Regional Meetings to create networks, foster  

collaborations, and contribute to NAMAC’s planning.  Over 4,500 participants have attended  

nearly 70 conferences and regional meetings. NAMAC publications demonstrate our  

commitment to conducting and disseminating original research.   

 We advance a common agenda for the media arts through convenings; building a strong  

national community of partners and citizens participating in a media democracy; and training  

the next generation of cultural and telecommunications leaders.  

By partnering with local, regional and national public interest organizations to positively  

influence the environment in which independent media is made, distributed, and viewed, we  

raise and promote public awareness for the value of independent media in an open society.
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ike the many nonprofit arts leaders, I came to arts administration 
through arts practice. In the early 1990s,  I was an undergraduate 
student studying filmmaking at Point Park College in Pittsburgh, 

Pennsylvania. At that time, Pittsburgh Filmmakers, a nonprofit media 
arts organization with a long history of supporting experimental film, 
provided the instruction for the college’s film production students,  
as well as for students from other universities, including Carnegie  
Mellon and the University of Pittsburgh. As I walked through the doors 
of the Oakland Avenue building,  I didn’t realize how much my life  
was about to change. 

Leadership is not the private reserve of a few charismatic men and 
women. It’s a process ordinary people use when they’re bringing 
forth the best from themselves and others. Liberate the leader in 
everyone, and extraordinary things happen.

— James M. Kouzes and Barry Z. Posner
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Pittsburgh Filmmakers’ slightly run-down, window-
less, second-floor space was teeming with activity 
morning, noon, and night—a wild blend of college 
students and working artists crisscrossing paths as 
they attended their workshops, returned equipment, 
ducked into their editing studios, or took breaks 
from the fumes of their rented darkrooms. This was 
the first community-based arts space I had ever 
encountered. It was grittier, edgier, and more excit-
ing than my previous experiences in huge institu-
tionalized museums that swarmed with busloads of 
elementary school children and tourists. 

Pittsburgh Filmmakers had something, and I 
wanted to know: What was this place? How does it 
all happen? How can I be a part of this? 

For those of us who have committed our lives to 
working in arts organizations, we can see leadership 
in the arts as the ongoing and personal process we 
have taken as “ordinary people” to answer these 
questions. 

I still remember that sense of awe I felt—the kind 
you feel when a curtain has been pulled away and 
you suddenly see what was previously invisible 
to you. What I now saw was a fascinating network 
of folks who were harnessing energy, distributing 
resources, and coordinating tasks to make art pos-
sible. These efforts included support for individual 
artists in ways I had never imagined—a whole sys-
tem of people and organizations working in tandem 
to ensure that art was created and shown. It was the 
ecology of the arts in action.

At some point during my studies, I began working 
for Pittsburgh Filmmakers. It didn’t occur to me at 
the time, but none of my arts practice studies were 
preparing me for understanding how arts organi-
zations operated. I had learned in school how to 
make a match cut, set up three-point lighting, and 
tell a story, but not how to be part of a nonprofit 
organization and certainly not how to be a leader. 
It would be through stories passed down by those 
in the field—a kind of oral tradition—that I learned 
the meanings of words like “mission,” “fundraising,” 
“501(c)(3),” “executive director,” and “funder;” and 
through on-the-job experience that I learned man-
agement structures, the nature of resource depen-
dence, and the mechanics (and art) of getting “butts 
in seats.” This learning lab was ultimately richer to 
me than studying the craft of filmmaking, which I 
soon abandoned in favor of this other calling—the 
calling of leadership in the arts. Had I known that 
just down the street a relatively new masters pro-
gram in arts management was growing at Carnegie 
Mellon University’s Heinz College, I might have 

stuck it out. But like so many in our field, I was 
driven by my passion, intuition, and willingness to 
plunge in and figure it out along the way. 

Besides my own gumption (willingness to act and 
take risks) and passion (engagement of values), 
there were leaders at the organization who recog-
nized my talent, respected my contribution, and 
trusted me. They became my new teachers and 
mentors, who went beyond merely showing me 
how to do my job. They also showed me the history 
of the media arts and a larger national network of 
individuals and organizations that were making art 
possible, which included NAMAC.

In reflecting on my early years in the arts, I notice 
the threads between my story and the subsequent 
essays in these pages. More than likely, those 
threads are sewn through your life as well. As 
nonprofit arts leaders, our leadership journeys are 
radically individualized, yet often follow a famil-
iar pattern: a crooked path largely driven by our 
passion and vision. Many of us discovered arts 
management through our own arts practices and 
continue to balance art making with organizational 
duties. There is a strong alignment between our 
deeply held personal values and the values of the 
arts sector (the values of our sector do seem distinct 
from the broader nonprofit sector). Mentors and 
other experienced leaders have played a pivotal and 
essential role in “liberating the leaders in us.” The 
essays in this volume reverberate with these and 
other themes.

JOHN KILLACKY starts us off with a reflection on 
his life in the arts. He reminds us how profoundly 
personal this work is, and how the boundaries 
between our personal stories and our professional 
stories are fragile constructions. 

One aspect that distinguishes arts leadership from 
the rest of the social sector is the fact that so many 
of our leaders are attempting to balance their 
art making with their arts management. PAULA 
MANLEY talks to several artist-leaders who, like 
John Killacky, have pursued both tracks, and 
reveals that, despite our tendency to notice the 
conflict, these dual pursuits are more complemen-
tary than you might think. 

When ANTHONY KAUFMAN inquires into the 
divergent career paths of curators, artistic directors, 
and programmers, he discovers a group whose lives 
closely resemble those of artists. Like artists, they 
are visionaries propelled by passion to “make mean-
ing” for themselves and others, with relatively few 
resting in positions of security. The entrepreneurial 
and DIY spirit is a key trait among emerging cura-
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tors, particularly as the rules of 21st century cultural 
engagement and participation are being written.

While pluck and persistence land many arts lead-
ers in higher positions of leadership, VICTORIA 
PLETTNER SAUNDERS recognizes that many first-
time executive directors could be better prepared 
for their transition. Her essay is a helpful guide-
to-success for the new arts organization director, 
or for those considering a directorship, and she 
recommends specific strategies for the first-timer 
including building a peer network and establishing 
mentorships. I can only imagine how many former 
first-time arts organization EDs will wish they had 
had this essay in their back pockets as they blazed 
their way into the job. 

One of the most consistent threads weaving 
through these essays is the significant role of 
mentoring in arts leaders’ development. EDWARD 
CLAPP challenges the top-down model of mentor-
ship and imagines a new form that’s more adaptable 
to the multicultural, intergenerational, and rapidly 
changing landscape of the arts. He rightly takes the 
emphasis away from “managing” different genera-
tions in the work place and instead encourages us 
to make it a “teaching and learning” environment.

And what better way for an organization to really 
become a learning organization than through the 
opportunity of leadership transition? JULIA FABRIS 
MCBRIDE uses the case study of a founder succes-
sion at Aurora Picture Show in Houston, Texas to 
illustrate how careful planning of the details and 
attention to the more human side of succession 
planning can lead to organizational transformation.

Finally, ELISSA PERRY looks at NAMAC’s de-
cade-long investment in developing leadership in 
the arts field through our flagship program, the 
NAMAC Leadership Institute, and finds a robust 
service that has helped to create and support a 
broad network of lifelong learners and leaders in 
the arts. Her essay helps us understand the impact 
of this investment and to imagine what another 
ten years of developing leadership in the arts 
might look like.

At NAMAC, we made a conscious decision to fo-
cus on intergenerational leadership development 
in the arts—a commitment that began before much 
of the major research on leadership transition and 
generational change in the social sector was avail-
able. We recognized that when we develop more 
effective leaders, we help create more effective or-
ganizations that can better achieve their missions. 
Peter Senge describes leadership as “the capacity 
of a human community to shape its future, and 

specifically to sustain the significant processes of 
change required to do so.” Shaping our future in 
the coming decade will be even more essential to 
the sustainability—and survival—of arts organiza-
tions as technology continues to rapidly advance; 
as multiple generations of leaders enter, leave, 
and redefine their place in the workforce; and as 
the organizational structures shift in response to 
the blurring of sectors and the influence of new 
generations of artists and arts leaders.

If there is one thing that I notice from reading 
these essays it’s the fact that this is deeply personal 
work—as deep as the core of our values. As deep as 
the core of our spirit. Arts leaders, like myself, are 
on a long, colorful, and sometimes, to be quite frank, 
painful journey that provides our lives with tre-
mendous meaning. That’s the path I stepped onto 
way back in the early ’90s when my life changed in 
Pittsburgh, and I’m still on it today as I write this 
introduction. It’s my hope that this volume is not 
just helpful to arts leaders, but that it also validates 
and honors the tremendous vision, fortitude, and 
ingenuity of those whose lives have been devoted to 
making art possible.
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CALLED TO SERVE: JOHN R. KILLACKY

My entire career has been built upon what Buddhists call 
sho-shin or “beginner’s mind.” Zen master Shunryu Suzuki 
describes this state: “In the beginner’s mind there are many 
possibilities, but in the expert’s mind there are few.” I believe 
we are hired for what we know, but our job is to learn what  
we do not know—a task and responsibility I enjoy immensely.

I have benefited from professional opportunities like peer 
mentorship, leadership development, and time-outs for  
reassessment. More importantly, I have come to value the  
necessity of learning from and contributing to a mutual  
support network, nurturing one’s self, and developing the  
artist within the arts administrator. 

CALLED TO SERVE
By John R. Killacky
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FIRST STEPS
I started as a dancer, first with the Chicago Moving 
Company, then, thanks to a scholarship in 1973, 
studying with Harkness Ballet in New York City. 
It was a heady time for my 21-year-old self, taking 
classes alongside Gelsey Kirkland. It was also post-
Stonewall. I found myself playing multiple characters 
in one of the first gay history plays, Jonathan  
Ned Katz’s Coming Out! I then went on a tour with 
Winnipeg’s Contemporary Dancers.

As soon as the season was over, I returned to 
Manhattan and stayed for 12 years. Postmodernism 
was abloom: Meredith Monk performing in park-
ing lots, Trisha Brown dancing on buildings, and 
Richard Foreman reimagining Brecht and Weill in 
Central Park. My aesthetic worldview was implod-
ing/exploding. I performed with Jean Erdman’s 
Theater of the Open Eye and tried choreographing 
on my own, while juggling myriad part-time jobs. 

Eventually, I completed a B.A. in Psychology at 
Hunter College. I was unsure whether I wanted to 
continue performing, so in 1979 I journeyed to the 
Himalayan mountains to study with the Tibetan 
Buddhist leader, the Sixteenth Gyalwa Karmapa, at 
his monastery in Rumtek, Sikkim.

Long days there were spent in the meditation hall. I 
would sit at the Karmapa’s feet when he taught and 
prayed, watching him leave his body, as if molecu-
larly disintegrating, and then return at the end of 

the chanting. His Holiness 
healed sick devotees from 
around the world. One 
morning, torrential mon-
soon rains were stopped 
by chants and incantations 
so that concrete could be 
poured for a new retreat 
center roof. At dusk, rain-
bows emanated out of the 
dome-shaped stupa shrines. 

Returning from my Himalayan sojourn, I stumbled 
into arts administration. Choreographer Laura 
Dean had just fired her executive director mid-
tour; she asked me to fill in as her company’s tour 
manager. I did not know what the job entailed, but 
was eager to learn. For three years I ran her one-
person office and then moved to manage Trisha 
Brown’s dance company. 

The dancer in me was called upon to work intuitively. 
I often relied more on ingenuity than on experience 

when booking tours, writing grant proposals, working 
with boards, and balancing the books. I was naïve 
enough not to be daunted when contacting architect 
Michael Graves, asking him to design a set for Laura 
Dean’s Joffrey Ballet 1983 commission, Fire, or when 
cold-calling Jonathan Demme to film Trisha Brown’s 
Accumulation with Talking Plus Water Motor for the 
PBS series, Alive From Off Center. 

Robert Rauschenberg was just Bob, and Laurie An-
derson, Laurie, as they collaborated on Trisha Brown’s 
1983 Set and Reset. The hours were long and arduous. 
No matter the odds, or the fatigue, I was always ex-
tremely gratified by whatever results were obtained. 

MENTORS
What sustained and nurtured me as a nascent 
dance manager, in addition to the artistry, were 
mentors. Through the generosity of such “elders” 
as Art Becofsky (Merce Cunningham), David White 
(Dance Theater Workshop), Bob Yesselman (Paul 
Taylor), and Cora Cahan (Eliot Feld), I was coached 
to success. They always found time to help me with 
grant applications and visa intricacies. Introductions 
to funders, presenters, and overseas agents were 
proffered freely. 

They functioned from a perspective of plenty and 
invested in the longer-term health of the dance field 
by supporting younger colleagues such as me, Bonnie 
Brooks (David Gordon), Carolelinda Dickey (Bill T. 
Jones), Sam Miller (Pilobolus), and Alyce Dissette 
(ODC). Strategies and fundraising leads were often 
shared over drinks and dinners. Today we all still 
work in the arts, although widely dispersed. 

My next mentor, Christopher Hunt, was artistic  
director of PepsiCo Summerfare. Located on the 
campus of State University of New York in Purchase, 
the festival presented contemporary performance 
work. I was hired as general manager in 1986. Chris-
topher taught me about union contracts, operatic 
budgets, and classical music programming, all out of 
my experiential league. I brought in other assets with 
my knowledge of the contemporary dance world that 
he recognized, empowered, and built upon. 

After a lightning two years at Summerfare—during 
which we presented the North American premiere 
of the Frankfurt Ballet, under choreographer  
William Forsythe; Peter Sellars’ radical staging of 
Mozart’s three operas; and Andrzej Wajda’s Crime 
and Punishment, among many others—I was se-
duced into becoming senior program officer for the 
arts at The Pew Charitable Trusts in Philadelphia. 
The annual arts budget was $23 million. 
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Set and Reset. 



I soon discovered bigger was not better. The Pew 
family and board were transitioning from being 
solely focused on Philadelphia to a more national 
scope. There was much tumult and staff churning. 
In 1988, I was recruited for the position of curator  
of performing arts at Walker Art Center in Minne-
apolis and accepted.

CULTURE WARS
During the next eight years at the Walker, I presented 
over 5,000 artists. In January 1990, I put together a 
multidisciplinary series, “Cultural Infidels.” Historical 
films by iconoclasts Andy Warhol and Jack Smith 
were juxtaposed with John Greyson’s Urinal and 
Isaac Julien’s Looking for Langston. Art and culture 
were politicized; this is nothing new, and I was eager 
to support the present day provocateurs.  

Karen Finley performed her profoundly moving We 
Keep Our Victims Ready. The first night was sold out. 
Two plains clothes police officers introduced them-
selves, telling me they were sent to determine if the 
performance should be closed down. The vice squad 
left midway; there was nothing pornographic. 

Two months later, Holly Hughes read an excerpt 
of Raw Meat as part of P.S. 122’s Field Trips. That 
same year, choreographer Bill T. Jones spoke  
to me about a new dance he wanted to create. 
His partner Arnie Zane had given the title on his 
deathbed: Last Supper At Uncle Tom’s Cabin.  
I invited Bill to be in residence in partnership  
with the University of Minnesota.

Still grieving Arnie’s death, Bill wanted to find hope  
as a gay black man in America. He envisioned a final 
resolving tableau of 52 nude bodies of all shapes, 
sizes, ethnicities, ages, and genders. Local dancers, 
including students from the university dance depart-
ment, augmented his company. Before the perfor-
mance, word came down that the university did not 
want students to be nude. They all danced nude, 
despite the warning. 

Other events in 1990: Keith Haring, who designed 
Bill T. Jones’ Secret Pastures, died of AIDS, and 
Cincinnati Contemporary Arts Center’s Dennis 
Barry was charged with obscenity for exhibiting 
Robert Mapplethorpe’s photographs—though after  
a ten-day trial, all charges were dropped. 

Senator Jesse Helms pressured the National Endow-
ment for the Arts (NEA), and grants to Karen Finley, 
John Fleck, Tim Miller, and Holly Hughes were 
denied. “Decency Amendment” language was added 
to reauthorization language for the agency. All NEA 
recipients were required to sign a “decency” form. 

The Walker signed it;  I had no hesitation. There was 
nothing “indecent” in what we presented. 

Goth goddess Diamanda Galás intoned her AIDS 
Plague Mass on Easter Sunday in 1991. The next year 
Walker presented Ron Vawter’s brilliant Roy Cohn/
Jack Smith and Reza Abdoh’s visceral treatise on  
serial killer Jeffrey Dahmer, The Law of Remains. 
Tim Miller performed My Queer Body. On World 
AIDS Day, Will Parker sang from The AIDS Quilt 
Songbook, his last concert before he died of AIDS.

In 1993, Huck Snyder, designer of Last Supper at  
Uncle Tom’s Cabin, died of AIDS. The Walker 
showed Derek Jarman’s film Blue. The screen was 
filled with Yves Klein blue, devoid of moving images, 
with voiceover narration from Jarman’s diaries.  
This blue was the color Jarman had experienced 
while being administered eye drops to fend off 
blindness from AIDS. A year later Jarman was dead.

Bill T. Jones brought Still/Here to Minneapolis in 
1994. Newsweek called it “a work so original and 
profound that its place among the landmarks of 
twentieth-century dance seems ensured.” Arlene 
Croce refused to see it, but wrote about it in The 
New Yorker, dismissing it as “victim art.” 

Actor Ron Vawter died of AIDS that year, as did the 
fierce Marlon Riggs, who became another flashpoint 
in the NEA funding controversy when his Tongues 
Untied was broadcast on the PBS series P.O.V. 

In March, the Walker presented Ron Athey’s Four 
Scenes in a Harsh Life. The sold out performance of 
this harsh depiction of pain, suffering, and transcen-
dence was well received by audiences. Theater and 
dance critics had been invited; none chose to attend.

Three weeks after the event, a visual art critic from 
the Minneapolis StarTribune called, wanting to 
verify some fantastical version of the performance 
she was not present at. She warned me to look for her 
lead story on the front page the next morning.

This was the first of over 20 articles the newspaper 
wrote about a performance their critic had not seen. 

All NEA recipients were re-
quired to sign a “decency” 
form. The Walker signed 
it; I had no hesitation. There 
was nothing “indecent” in 
what we presented.
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Ron Athey’s work escalated into that summer’s fod-
der in the NEA’s reappropriation battle. Senators 
Robert Byrd and Jesse Helms called for the elimi-
nation of the agency, with Helms calling Athey a 
“cockroach” on the Senate floor. Senator Paul Well-
stone rebuked him and defended the Walker, as did 
Congressman Martin Sabo in the House chamber.

Donald Wildmon and his American Family As-
sociation had a field day. Red graffiti was painted 
on the glass doors of the Walker. The amount of 
hate mail I got was astounding, as well as phone 
messages: “We got the abortion doctor, you’re next.” 
Security was added for Walker performances,  
and the Minneapolis police included my home in 
their drive-by route.

My mother telephoned after watching Rush Limbaugh 
lambaste the Walker. “Buckets of AIDS tainted blood 
were intentionally thrown at the audience,” he had 
snidely commented, claiming “the audience ran for 
their lives.” When I told my mother Limbaugh was a 
liar, she responded, “but it was on television.”

Through it all, Kathy Halbreich, director of the Walker, 
and Jane Alexander, director of the NEA, were extraor-
dinary. Leaders do not 
always get to choose 
their battles. Halbreich 
was gracious and sup-
portive under intense 
pressure. Alexander 
stoutly defended Ron 
Athey’s work and the 
Walker. 

I learned a lot about 
media spin that sum-
mer: stay on message 
and do not get emo-
tional. Television news, 
talk radio, and newspa-
per op-ed pages sought 
me out. I was no longer 
merely pitching an art-
ist for coverage, I was 
being asked to speak 
and write about values and freedom of expression. 

Pat Robertson, on The 700 Club, tarnished the 
Walker’s good name, and the American Family 
Association’s direct mail pieces exploited Ron 
Athey for financial gain. The strangest solicitation, 
however, came from The National Campaign for 
Freedom of Expression, asking for contributions 
to defend artists such as Ron Athey. To my amaze-
ment, they used the same decontextualized and 
demonized descriptions of his work the right was 

using—perpetuating lies and misrepresentations. 
Good intentions had unintended consequences.

1995. Reza Abdoh, the Artaud of our day, died of AIDS. 
This was the last year grants to individual artists were 
awarded by the NEA, with the exception of literature 
fellowships and honorifics in jazz and folk arts.

Inside the Culture Wars’ maelstrom, peers were as 
essential to me as in earlier years. Colleagues from 
the National Performance Network, Dance USA, 
and Association of Performing Arts Presenters 
defended the Walker and buoyed my resolve. Local 
artists created a supportive campaign button, “Safe 
Sex, Not Art—Be a John.”

CULTURAL AGENCY
Even with collegial support, I was disheartened.  
The national dialogue was framed by people com-
plaining about taxpayer dollars supporting artists 
they did not like. Everyone pays taxes—how was it 
that a small, but vocal and organized, constituency 
could persuasively claim taxpayers’ privilege?

A pragmatic solution was to proactively integrate 
myself into the political 
and social fabric of the 
community, becoming a 
cultural citizen. In 1992  
I took part in a year-long 
program, Leadership 
Minneapolis, learning 
about social and eco-
nomic challenges facing 
the region and what 
participants might do  
to help. 

Surprisingly, there was 
no one else from the 
arts sector in this class. 
Consequently, I learned 
more in these sessions 
about how the arts were 
perceived and how I 
might better frame the 

role culture plays in community vitality. My cohort 
was not against the arts, they just did not consider 
them essential.

I went to my first precinct caucus of the Democratic 
Farm Labor party and asked neighbors to support 
me to represent an agenda of progressive liberal is-
sues that included the arts, as well as neighborhood 
parity and equity with downtown development. I 
progressed as a party delegate through the district 
and state conventions.

I began to see how necessary 
grassroots organizing was. 
Building upon the precedent 
of effective “church-pew cam-
paigns,” I inserted voter regis-
tration forms in selected pro-
grams at the Walker, asking 
audiences to “vote the arts” 
and support arts-friendly pol-
iticians. I thought arts audi-
ences certainly could become 
as organized as church-goers.
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What was most unexpected was how difficult it was 
for others involved in this process to be interested 
in the arts as a “viable” issue. For the most part, the 
majority of the delegates were sympathetic to arts 
funding but had never really thought cultural issues 
were particularly relevant to them. 

I began to see how necessary grassroots organiz-
ing was. Building upon the precedent of effective 
“church-pew campaigns,” I inserted voter registra-
tion forms in selected programs at the Walker, asking 
audiences to “vote the arts”and support arts-friendly 
politicians. I thought arts audiences certainly could 
become as organized as church-goers.

With like-minded cultural workers, we hosted may-
oral debates during which candidates explicated 
their arts platforms. We held house parties for arts-
friendly politicos. We claimed our cultural agency. 
From 1992 to 1994, I co-hosted a biweekly queer 
radio show, Fresh Fruit/Forbidden Fruit.

I also claimed my own aesthetic agency. As losses 
continued to mount in the AIDS pandemic, I began 
creating elegiac essays and films as a way to feel 
less helpless—though, curiously, I felt I had to bi-
furcate my artistic persona from my curatorial self. 
Once when the Harvard Film Archives screened  
my AIDS-related video, Unforgiven Fire, one man 
asked if people ever confused me with the John 
Killacky who worked at the Walker. “No,” was my 
answer. Afterward, I let him know I was the same 
person, but hadn’t wanted the audience to confuse 
the administrator with the artist.

TIME-OUTS
In 1995, I participated in the Shannon Institute for 
Renewing Community Leadership. Here selected 
leaders from various sectors came together to 
“renew, recharge, and rededicate.” Monthly, we clari-
fied what was most important and what strategies 
and changes were needed to recalibrate meaning 
in our professional and personal lives. 

What a profound privilege it was to reflect inter-
nally. I wanted more. The ferocious nature of the 
Culture Wars’ debates had taken a toll. As well, 
the sheer volume of presenting over 100 dance, 
theater, performance, jazz, chamber, and new 
music events each season, in addition to reviewing 
performances and proposals for future projects, 
was wearing me out. 

More often than not, as soon as the lights went 
down, I began thinking about that afternoon’s 
crisis, tomorrow’s deadlines, or what was still 

needed for next season’s programming. It was 
hard to be fully present. In viewing new work, I 
would catch myself deciding within minutes if 
something was appropriate for the Walker, with 
my decision impulsively cemented long before 
the performance had ended.

I shared my concerns with my boss Kathy Halbreich. 
In thoughtful and supportive conversations, she 
encouraged me to not think in absolute, all-or-noth-
ing terms and asked me to design a sabbatical that 
would serve both my needs and the institution’s.

My only other major time-out in life had been 
seventeen years prior in the Himalayas. That vision 
quest allowed me to transition from being a dancer 
to an art administrator. I wondered what my new 
opportunity held in store. Clearly I was at another 
crossroads.

I took heed from colleagues not to over-program 
my new sabbatical but to carve out time to listen, 
see, feel, and receive. My beloved (and future hus-
band) Larry Connolly and I were very much looking 
forward to some serious nesting.

I wanted to concentrate on my writing and film 
work. My artistic practice had been subsumed  
by the demands of my day job, and often relegated 
to a lesser priority because of time constraints 
and psychic bandwidth. It was time to feed the 
artist within.

I jumped right in with a fun project, putting together 
a campy video collage, retelling the story of Medea 
using Cher songs, movie clips, and MTV material: 
Faithfully Cher, After All These Years. On a more seri-
ous topic, I began production on the third in a trilogy 
of AIDS-related film/videos, Walking With The Dead, 
a collaboration with Darren Clark. Here’s an excerpt 
from my voiceover:

I hold on to my dead. They have become the 
elements in my reality. I hear Celie’s fluid-filled 
lungs gurgling as her family healed itself,  
gathered around her wasted trangendered body. 
Her quick, shallow breaths are wind in my universe.

Peter’s night sweats become water. Entwined 
in fevers, chills, sweat, piss, shit, tears, cum, and 
spit; I kissed his cracked lips and held him 
forever that night.

My fire resides in Bill’s fever-ridden body on the ice 
mattress. It was too early on to name the disease,  
so he wasted away, an anomaly for the medical 
students to ponder. I’d nap with him on the frozen 
bed: “No, I’m not cold, I’m with my friend.”
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David’s ashes are my earth. Defiled at death, his 
family cremated him before an autopsy could 
reveal how his lesion-filled organs could have func-
tioned for so long. I smear his ashes, warrior-like  
on my body, as I rage into the night.

I hold on to all of them. My dead: they are my 
mandala. Telling their unfinished stories affirms my 
own life. I walk among them and live.1

BEGINNING AGAIN
As my Walker sabbatical was coming to an end, 
doctors found a tumor inside my spinal cord. 
Because it was inside the cord, surgery was the 
only solution. I was told I would be in the hos-
pital for three days and have a sore neck for a 
month. I woke up from surgery, paralyzed from the 
neck down.

I called upon my artist-self during the darkest 
hours. My fingers were the first part of my body to 
experience any functional return. While others at 
the rehab hospital were wheeled off to occupational 
therapy, I asked to go to the computer lab to tap out 
sentences with the one finger up to the task. I felt 
an overwhelming urge to put on paper the thoughts 
crowding my brain, make some sense of the experi-
ence, and reassert authority over my body.

As the weeks progressed, standard physical rehab 
was providing little success. I realized when being 
transferred from bed to wheelchair my body could 
hold itself up (although briefly and with assistance). 
While the kinesthetic connections were lost, I 
thought I might be able to learn to stand up visually. 
So I asked to work in front of the mirrors. Therapists 
were skeptical and reminded me everything is back-
ward in a mirror. “Yes,” I countered, “but I learned  
to dance with mirrors.”

My only other major time-out in life had been seventeen 
years prior in the Himalayas. That vision quest allowed 
me to transition from being a dancer to an art administra-
tor. I wondered what my new opportunity held in store. 
Clearly I was at another crossroads.
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It took some days with leg braces and a walker, but 
eventually I stood in front of that mirror. What I 
could not do kinesthetically, I accomplished visu-
ally. Over the next weeks, I began to walk between 
two parallel bars in front of the mirror. The dancer  
in me taught my mis-circuited body to walk again.

Six weeks after surgery, I was sent home. Outpatient 
therapy allowed motor skills, coordination, balance 
activities, and strengthening exercises to be fine-
tuned and expanded. I went from using a four-tip quad 
cane to a single-end cane with a padded grip. 

I deluded myself about the ease of returning to my job 
full-time. Merely walking down the hall to a meeting 
was an effort. Unable to drive, I could not go off-site to 
plan upcoming events with community partners. Full 
days at work depleted me, nights in the theater had to 
be rationed, and social gatherings were nonexistent. 

During this time, I was recruited to be executive direc-
tor of Yerba Buena Center for the Arts in San Francisco. 
I could not imagine running a large organization 
while still learning to walk. Larry and my doctor gently 
reminded me the Bay Area might be a better place 
weather-wise for my newly disabled body. Minnesota 
winters did seem unmanageable. I accepted the job in 
November 1996, a mere six months after surgery. 

Yerba Buena included four galleries, a screening 
room, gift store, experimental black box, and a 
750-seat proscenium theater. We tried to bridge the 
seemingly contradictory worlds of pop, traditional, 
contemporary, and community aesthetics by exhib-
iting and presenting local artists in the context of 
their national and international peers. 

Each season, up to 16 exhibitions were programmed, 
the majority of them commissioned works from 
emerging artists. Intrepid media curator Joel Shepard 
ushered in multiple community partners and 
programmed three nights weekly. In the performing 
arts, up to ten artists were invited to be in residence 
to develop new material. We sent local artists abroad 
to the Hong Kong Fringe Festival, Sydney Gay and 
Lesbian Mardi Gras Festival, and the Ituri Rainforest, 
while artists from Egypt, Nigeria, and Japan collabo-
rated with local artists. 

In running a civic institution, it seemed essential 
that I engage again as a cultural citizen. In 1998, 
I took part in Leadership San Francisco, learning 
about community trusteeship, government, eco-
nomic development, transportation, housing, youth 
development, education, and homelessness. I joined 
colleagues in hosting a mayoral candidates’ forum on 
the arts, and I composed print and radio commentaries, 
utilizing the bully pulpit in service to artists. 

I served on the board of Frameline, producer of 
San Francisco’s International LGBT Film Festival. 
Its director, Michael Lumpkin, had been a great 
proponent of my AIDS- and disability-related 
videos. Showings at Frameline had translated into 
invitations to queer festivals worldwide, and I 
wanted to reciprocate.

Yerba Buena should have been a perfect job, 
building upon my experience thus far. However, I 
became fatigued by constantly raising program-
related support. We barely got to the balanced 
finale of one fiscal year, and then had to start all 
over again, traipsing up the insurmountable fund-
raising mountain.

Funders did not make my job any easier. Support for 
projects was piecemeal. I had to patch together project 
support from various sources, raising millions in 
$10,000 and $25,000 increments. Long-range planning 
was compromised by always having to shore up fund-
ing at the last minute. Unrestricted general operating  
dollars were scarce as philanthropy became increasingly 
outcome-oriented. 

Managing 50 staff members was a new experience 
for me. In previous jobs, it had been me with a 
small team. Now, an inordinate amount of atten-
tion was given to problematic staff, and there 
was never enough time to encourage and enable 
productive employees. I learned quite a bit about 
conflict resolution.

PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT
My six-year tenure at Yerba Buena happened dur-
ing the dot-com boom and bust at the turn of the 
millennium. With the Bay Area economy careening 
in 2002, I applied to attend the Harvard Business 
School’s Strategic Perspectives in Nonprofit Man-
agement. Here is what I wrote in my application: 

“How can I continue growing the ambition of the 
organization while downsizing? Can I keep aspira-
tions alive, while coping with human resources, 
systems and infrastructure, and organizational 
structure issues? My hope is that my participa-
tion will provide me new conceptual and applied 
knowledge on management and organizational 
matters, thereby allowing me to be a more effec-
tive change agent for my organization.” 

Tall aspirations for a summer course! 

I was accepted and received a full scholarship, join-
ing 140 peers from health, human and social services, 
wildlife conservation, community and economic 
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development, and philanthropy. Over the course of 
20 classroom sessions, numerous breakouts, working 
group meetings, and sector discussions, we debated 
and defended case studies of organizations facing 
leadership transitions, overexpansion, retooling 
and refocusing the mission, and the ethics and best 
practices of corporate alliances.

Staying mission-driven, while market-sensitive, was 
emphasized, as well as how important it was to have 
values and strategies aligned with purpose. While 
discussing evaluation and assessment, one professor, 
Dr. James L. Heskett, reminded us we often make a 
mistake rewarding effort rather than result: “It is not 
what we do that is important, it is what happens with 
what we do that should be value.” 

Perhaps the most valuable advice I received was 
from another participant. I had been speaking 
about my struggle with growing the ambition of 
my organization while downsizing, when some-
one suggested I redefine the meaning of growth. 
What an “Aha!” Growth used to be a barometer 
of success; dynamic adaptability was now a more 
pertinent measure. 

I came home from Harvard energized. Rather than 
encouraging cosmetic change (“lipstick on the 
bulldog,” as Harvard Professor Rosabeth Moss 
Kanter called it), I recommitted to fostering a 
culture of curiosity in myself and for Yerba Buena 
Center for the Arts.

I continued making art during this period, collabo-
rating with my husband, Larry, on disability related 
videos, including Crip Shots, which featured  
performative portraits of six artists with disabilities: 
Judy Smith, Chris Hewitt, Terry Galloway, Greg 
Walloch, Bill Shannon, and me. We made another 
short work, Dreaming Awake, as a prayer of recon-
ciliation, juxtaposing dancers with disabilities with 
me seated in my wheelchair.

I dissociate from the burning in my legs, 
silently crying between sleep and the morning. 
Hopes and dreams keep me safe through the night. 
After surgery, I died then, 
but you refused and brought me back. 
Seven years and counting, of tilting toward 
the ground.

I am afraid if I sit down; I will never get up again.

The dancer in me learned to stand visually; 
the marathoner took the second step. 
Rehab gave me strength and range of motion. 
But with each new modality, 

I interrupt expectations:  
improvements are not cures.

If I sit down, I will never get up again.

Still imagining a body I cannot have, 
I startle myself, glimpsing fatigue 
in passing windows. 
My bifurcated body torques with 
every stride, 
neuropathy and weariness debilitates. 
Therapists caution about wear and tear, 
while friends cheer, “You’re getting better!”

If I sit down, I will never get up again.

Navigating deadened limbs and twisted trunk, 
pain remains constant, dulling our life together. 
After a day’s activities, 
I have no comfort left to give you. 
Living through chemistry, libido is gone. 
Holding and touching you, 
I long for remembered sensations.

I’m afraid if I sit down; I’ll never get up again. 
If I sit down, I’ll never get up again.

In this metaphorical body, 
I try to intercept suffering, 
abide in discomfort, 
forgive the trauma.

Bearing witness, 
I sit with loss, 
move toward unobstructed feeling, 
and bring you along into my dreaming awake. 2

In addition to making videos, I had a fascinating 
three-year journey coediting with Bob Guter a book 
of writings by gay men with disabilities. Thirty 
presses turned us down. Gay publishers told us 
without buff men or lipstick lesbians, there was  
no market for the book. Disability presses told us 
their focus was solely on the positive side of dis-
ability. Our book featured real people grappling with 
catastrophic, often dark, issues. Eventually, Haworth 
Press published Queer Crips: Disabled Gay Men and 
Their Stories. It won a national Lambda Literary 
Award and is included in gay and disability studies 
curricula at numerous universities.

While my artistic practice was gaining traction, 
I was feeling stale at Yerba Buena. After raising $7.5 
million dollars a year for six years, fundraising had 
polluted most of my relationships. Fund develop-
ment had to be prioritized 24/7. What resources one 
could bring to the Center always trumped personal 
time and friendships. Adding in the $1 million a 
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year I had raised during the previous eight years 
at Walker Art Center, here I was 14 years and $50 
million later: discontented, discouraged, and disen-
chanted. It was time for another change.

RETURN TO PHILANTHROPY
In March 2003, I accepted the position of program 
officer for arts and culture at The San Francisco 
Foundation. The foundation had just gone through 
strategic planning, and I was given a clean slate  
to design and implement a new program, including 
responsive grant making, public policy, and special 
initiatives.

In my seven years at the Foundation, I expanded 
the grantee pool from 50 to 200 organizations 
and developed a funding collaborative providing 
direct support of over $2.5 million to 300-plus 
individual artists, including $100,000 per year 
earmarked for early production support for Bay 
Area documentarians. 

The Foundation encouraged my advocacy activi-
ties; I continued to write opinion pieces for various 
print and radio outlets. Last year, I spoke at the 
Aspen Institute to family foundations and local 
arts agency directors about philanthropic trends. 
Thirty-seven years into this career, a case still 
needs to be made for the importance for art and 
artists in society. “The arts are where hope lives”, 
is my current mantra. 

In my role as community steward serving artists 
and arts organizations, I depend on colleagues  
for advice and counsel. Long-term philanthropic 
stalwarts are key members of my Kitchen Cabinet. 
I try to be “off-transaction” with as many non-
profit leaders as possible, benefiting from their 
experience, insight, and perspectives. Misguided 
philanthropic initiatives developed without in-
formed consent happen all too frequently.

I had been speaking about my struggle with growing the ambition of my 
organization while downsizing, when someone suggested I redefine the 
meaning of growth. What an “Aha!” Growth used to be a barometer of  
success; dynamic adaptability was now a more pertinent measure. 
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Giving back and investing time and resources in 
the development of the next generation is quite in-
tentional and reenergizing. I meet with anyone who 
requests an informational interview and I lecture 
frequently at colleges and universities on aesthetics, 
queer and disability studies, fundraising, and arts 
administration.

The Foundation 
has a Multicul-
tural Fellowship, 
a two-year pro-
fessional devel-
opment program 
for emerging 
nonprofit leaders 
of color. I have 
so benefited 
from their differ-

ent cultural and generational perspectives. Three 
of my fellows have also been artists, which gives 
us advantages. When other departments get stuck 
implementing change, we metaphorically crawl 
over, under, or around any perceived walls. 

New fellows always want to know about careers in 
philanthropy. I am unwavering in my conviction 
that philanthropy is not a career; service on behalf 
of artists and arts organizations is what we must 
dedicate our lives to. 

I persist in my artistic practice. In 2008, I produced 
and codirected a concert documentary, Janis Ian: 
Live From Grand Center, with KETC/PBS in St. 
Louis. We shot with a four-camera union crew in 
front of a live audience. Never having worked at 
this scale before, I could not let myself be daunted 
during the filming. Only afterward, did I realize 
how little I knew and how blessed I was to work 
with a supportive and adept codirector, Kent 
Samul. The program was picked up for distribution 
by NETA and has been broadcast in over 60  
PBS markets. 

Raising money (a three-year journey) for this project 
was not without complications. Many lessons 
were learned by this funder as supplicant. It also 
affirmed how beneficial it is to dive into what 

Buddhists call “a state of unknowing.” Acquiring 
new skills at midlife is humbling and grounding, 
and so rejuvenating. 

On a smaller scale, my husband and I upload onto 
YouTube whimsical videos about my love of  
Shetland Ponies (see PonyManSF). Joyfulness is 
the driving force in these.

FINAL THOUGHTS
If this essay were a film I would resolve the arc of 
the narrative. Yet I feel my third act is just beginning. 
During the economic meltdown of 2008–2009, the 
Foundation downsized and engaged in strategic 
planning, remaking what a community foundation 
needs to be in the present economic environment. 
As a result of this rethinking, in addition to the 
arts portfolio, I now have multiple tasks includ-
ing managing programs for LGBT organizations, 
diversity in philanthropy, and a new initiative 
supporting mergers, closures, joint ventures, and 
back-office collaborations. 

During this process of transition, I found myself 
having to be comfortable with ambiguity, as the im-
portance of the arts was weighed in relation to the 
enormous safety-net issues of food, clothing, shelter, 
job losses, and mortgage foreclosures. Funding cuts 
decimated education, health, and human services; 
the arts should not be exempt. 

However, the arts must somehow be held sacred and 
our intellectual, creative, and social capital contribu-
tion not underestimated. There can be no creative 
economy without the arts. The role artists play in 
creating metaphor, defining space (real and imaged), 
commemorating losses and victories, and articulating 
the unconscious must be valued.  Children and  
marginalized communities find their first voice 
through cultural expression. Artists and arts organi-
zations often create a safe space for unsafe ideas, a 
necessary role in our profane world.  

Filmmakers understand the import of community. 
Collaborators are essential. And no matter how 
well something was storyboarded, once in editing, 
we work with the material on hand, not mourn-

Thirty-seven years into this 
career, a case still needs to 
be made for the importance 
for art and artists in society. 
The arts are where hope lives, 
is my current mantra.

New fellows always want to know about careers in philanthropy.  
I am unwavering in my conviction that philanthropy is not a career; 
service on behalf of artists and arts organizations is what we must 
dedicate our lives to. 
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ing what we do not have in order to complete our 
vision. These are requisite skills for working in 
the nonprofit arts, always moving forward with 
whatever resources are available, building a future 
by crafting the present.

This is our vocation. The Latin vocare means to 
call. We are indeed called to serve artists, audi-
ences, and communities. Furthermore, it is our 
responsibility to mentor less experienced colleagues. 
As important as taking care of others, we must  
provide succor for ourselves and be vigilant in com-
mitting to reflective contemplation and renewal, as 
we divine an undivided life. 

One can desire to be a leader, but remember this: 
the times, circumstances, and each community 
determines who is called. Our aspirations are bet-
ter directed as community trustees in service to 
the arts community.

1. Walking With The Dead, by John R. Killacky, 1996. 
Voiceover text (excerpt).

2. Dreaming Awake, by John R. Killacky, 2003. 
Voiceover text (excerpt).

One can desire to be a leader, but remember this: the times, 
circumstances, and each community determines who is 
called. Our aspirations are better directed as community 
trustees in service to the arts community.

LEADING CREATIVELY: A CLOSER LOOK 2010

021

received the Sally Ordway 
Irvine Award in Artistic 
Vision, the William Daw-
son Award for Program-
ming Excellence from the 
Association of Performing 
Arts Presenters, Dance 
USA’s Earnie Award as an 

JOHN R. KILLACKY

“unsung hero,” a Gerbode 
Foundation Professional 
Development Fellowship, 
and the Fan Taylor Dis-
tinguished Service Award 
for Exemplary Service to 
the Field of Professional 
Presenting from the Asso-

ciation of Performing Arts 
Presenters. He has served 
as a panelist, lecturer, and 
consultant for a broad 
range of arts and funding 
organizations; written for 
numerous publications on 
the arts; and written and 

directed several award-
winning short films and 
videos.

John R. Killacky Photo: 
Courtesy The San  
Francisco Foundation

Over thirty years ago, miracles in the Himalayas 
taught me anything is possible with belief and 
perseverance. This has helped me immeasurably 
in my nonprofit arts career. Indeed, belief and  
perseverance are the recombinant ingredients in 
the alchemy of our lives: nonprofit workers asked  
to continually begin, and begin, again and again.

As this book was going to press, I accepted a new 
position as Chief Executive Officer and Executive 
Director of the Flynn Center for the Performing Arts 
in Burlington, Vermont.  Let the next chapter begin! 
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INTRODUCTION

The media arts field is full of working artists who main-
tain an artistic practice while also serving as leaders of 
media arts organizations. In witnessing the creativity, 
adaptability, and tenacity of these artist-leaders over 
more than two decades, I have often suspected that their 
strengths have special relevance in this era of uncer-
tainty and radical change—but I wanted to learn more. 
What does a creative practice bring to organizational 
leadership? Are the roles of artist and arts administrator 
compatible and even mutually reinforcing? What are the 
challenges of these dual roles? What leadership lessons 
can we learn from the developmental paths and experi-
ences of artist-leaders? These questions provided the 
starting point as I launched an exploratory study of artist-
leaders in media arts. 
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Dorothea Braemer, Executive Director, 
Squeaky Wheel Buffalo Media Resources

PARTICIPANTS

THE FOLLOWING ARTIST-LEADERS WERE INTERVIEWED 
FOR THIS STUDY IN OCTOBER 2009.

Pam Colby, Executive Director, 
Minnapolis Telecommunications Network

Tamara Gould, Vice President,  
ITVS International

Ian McCluskey, Founder and Executive / 
Artistic Director,  NW Documentary

Hye-Jung Park, former Program Officer,  
The Funding Exchange.*

Justine Nagan, Executive 
Director, Kartemquin Films
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Katy Chevigny, Co-Founder and 
Senior Director, Arts Engine

Brady Lewis, Education Director,  
Pittsburgh Filmmakers

Al Nigrin, Founder and Executive / Artistic 
Director, Rutgers Film Coop / New Jersey 
Media Arts Center

(Park left the Funding Exchange in December 2009 
and has embarked on a new documentary project 
in collaboration with J.T. Takagi).
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SETTING THE STAGE FOR THE STUDY 
Keep those seatbelts fastened. Media arts organizations are operating in an increas-
ingly complex and networked world with fluid boundaries across disciplines and 
sectors. Technological and social innovations have spurred new forms of collaboration, 
content aggregation, distribution, and networking. In the wake of the recent financial 
crisis, nonprofit media arts groups, along with other nonprofit organizations, have 
struggled with funding cuts. At the same time, a new online commons has emerged, 
rooted in creativity, generosity, and peer-to-peer sharing—attributes that have long 
characterized the media arts field. 

In this time of large-scale change, tried and true methods of organizational devel-
opment and management are in question. “Best practices” are out and experimen-
tation is in. The creative approaches long embodied by artists are now the stuff 
of corporate leadership seminars. Business writer Daniel Pink argues in A Whole 
New Mind that right-brain directed senses, such as design, story, empathy, play, 
big picture thinking, and meaning-making, will increasingly guide our lives and 
shape our world. “The MFA is the new MBA,” says Pink. In the nonprofit sector 
a new study, Forces for Good, finds that high impact nonprofits “master the art 
of adaptation” through a continual process of learning and re-evaluating. And in 
the education realm, Vanderbilt University is the latest to announce a new degree 
program, headed by former NEA director Bill Ivey, that will “explicitly focus on 
cultivating creativity and leadership.” 

In short, the top-down constructs for organizations and leadership are rapidly eroding 
and new experiments are underway: “command and control” is being supplanted 
with “co-create and adapt.” 

RESEARCH QUESTIONS AND METHODS
In an era in which media arts organizations are called to think creatively, try new  
approaches, and adapt to ever-changing conditions, an exploration of the lived experi-
ences of artist-leaders is timely. This study asks: What can we learn about creative 
leadership from those who are artists as well as leaders in media arts organizations? 
What are the experiences of artist-leaders? More specifically, how have these artist-
leaders developed over time? What approaches have they used in combining filmmaking 
and organizational leadership? How has their filmmaking informed their leadership?  
What have been the most satisfying and most challenging aspects of their dual roles? 
And how have they sustained their leadership? 

Using a qualitative research methodology, I conducted interviews with nine 
participants lasting 45 to 60 minutes each. Eight of the interviews were conducted 
via telephone and one was conducted in person. The study used a grounded theory 
approach in which ideas were grouped based on themes that emerged from the 
interviews rather than from a pre-established theoretical framework. In analyzing 
the interview themes, I was guided by my history in the media arts, which spans 
media making, media arts organization administration, organizational development 
consulting, and presenting leadership development opportunities for the field.

NOTES ON 

TERMINOLOGY

The term “artist-leader” 

is a shorthand reference 

to the dual roles of the 

individuals participating 

in this study: They 

are media artists and 

organizational leaders.

The terms “leader,” “man-

ager” and “administrator” 

are used interchangeably. 

Making distinctions 

among these roles did 

not seem useful in the 

context of this study 

since staff leaders of 

media arts organizations 

are typically involved 

in management and 

administration. 

The terms “filmmaking” 

and “filmmaker” are 

used to refer to all motion 

media including video 

as well as film.
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PARTICIPANTS
Drawing from my professional network and suggestions from NAMAC, I invited  
artist-leaders to be interviewed who had at least five years of experience in the 
media arts field including both organizational leadership and filmmaking. I sought 
participants who, as a group, were representative of the field, including diversity in 
filmmaking genres, tenure in the media arts, and organization size. I settled on a  
total of nine interviewees, a number that allowed for a diverse base of experience 
and was manageable based on the resource constraints of this small study.

Participants included six women and three men. The organizational leadership roles 
they held at the time of my interviews (October, 2009) included six executive directors 
(with two of the six identifying as both executive and artistic directors), one education 
director, one vice president, and one program officer. Four of the participants have 
been involved in the media arts field between seven and eleven years; one has been 
involved for 16 years; and four have been involved between 20 and 31 years. Three 
are founders of media arts organizations. Four of the participants make full-length films, 
three make short films (primarily), and two make both full-length and shorter works. 

FINDINGS

LEADERSHIP DEVELOPMENT PATHS: ON THE JOB LEARNING

The leadership journeys of these artist-leaders are paved with on-the-job experiences in 
a variety of positions and projects. Some participants pursued multiple jobs within one 
media arts organization, while others gained experience at several organizations. Many 
benefited from working as interns and volunteers. A common denominator for all was 
having opportunities to pursue challenges and take risks on the job. 

Justine Nagan, who was recently promoted from associate director to executive 
director at Kartemquin Films, started at the organization as a volunteer. Over a 
five-year period of working fulltime at Kartemquin, she took on projects involving 
communications, distribution, HR, and development, in addition to making a film, 
Typeface, which is now in distribution. 

Nagan’s approach to continually seeking out new challenges is typified in her explana-
tion of the work she did to build up the organization’s internship program: “This is a 
special place. If you have an idea, you can run with it. In my early years at Kartemquin, 
we didn’t have much of an internship program. I thought we could do better. I saw a 
need, came up with a plan, and ran with it. Now we get 60 to 80 applications each term 
for unpaid internships. The internships are valuable because they include one-on-one 
time and meaningful learning experiences with our staff. … This is a place where you’re 
encouraged to be creative and grow—both in filmmaking and other ways.”

Ian McCluskey knew he was taking a risk when he left his job at Oregon Public 
Broadcasting to found a new media arts nonprofit, NW Documentary. He explains, 
“A friend turned 30 and advised me that this is the time to try something big—now  
or never—because at this age it is still okay for us to fail. That inspired me. I took 
a risk, not necessarily expecting it to work out.” McCluskey volunteered 60 to 80 hours 
a week for a few years before beginning to draw a paycheck at NW Documentary. 

In this time of large-scale change, tried and true methods of organizational 
development and management are in question. “Best practices” are out 
and experimentation is in. The creative approaches long  embodied by artists 
are now the stuff of corporate leadership seminars. 
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Over six years he transitioned from leading film projects to leading an organization 
with a $100,000 annual operating budget and two paid employees.

Tamara Gould, vice president of ITVS International, credits her years at the Bay Area 
Video Coalition as formative in her development. Her BAVC experience began with 
an internship and eventually included a two-year stint as interim executive director. “I 
think I worked in almost every position at BAVC as the organization went through many 
changes including a capital campaign, a new building, and a lot of growth,” she says. 
Gould got the “production bug” at BAVC and also at public broadcaster KQED, where 
she launched an innovative arts series, SPARK, among other projects. Looking back, she 
says, “All my experiences built on each other. All the places I’ve worked allowed me to 
take risks and develop new programs that benefited me and the institutions.”

Several participants “grew into” their jobs or “grew with” their organizations. Pittsburgh 
Filmmakers’ long-term education director Brady Lewis began his involvement with  
the organization when he was a teenager making Super 8 movies. He has balanced  
three roles for more than 30 years: filmmaker, faculty member, and administrator. 

Dorothea Braemer learned about community-based leadership working at Scribe Video 
Center in positions including workshop instructor, media center manager, and acting 
program director. She signed on as Squeaky Wheel’s executive director six years ago, 
where her leadership capabilities and executive director duties have grown in tandem. 

Arts Engine co-founder Katy Chevigny also grew into the role of executive director. 
In 2001 she was “a filmmaker administering an organization as a day job.” Now, she 
says, “We have a staff of 15, and I’m an executive director managing a budget with a lot 
more management duties. I’m seen as the leader and have a lot more duties working 
with the board. Now I’m the executive director of a nonprofit who is also a filmmaker.”

Other leadership development influences cited by participants involved broadening 
their perspectives through international experiences and national board service. Hye-
Jung Park, who got her start in the media arts with Downtown Community TV 20 years 
ago, developed her social justice vision based on her experience with government 

repression in her South 
Korean homeland. For 
Tamara Gould, a Fulbright 
fellowship that allowed 
her to study film practice 
in Latin America was in-
strumental in solidifying 
her passion and commit-
ment to the media arts. 

Finally, three participants grew as leaders by serving on national boards that 
promote independent media arts (NAMAC and the Alliance for Community Media). 
They commented on the value of tapping into a national vision and peer group. 
According to Pam Colby, executive director of Minneapolis Telecommunications 
Network, “The experience of participating on a national board helped me learn 
about team building, the power of good facilitation, and the importance of strategic 
planning. … I’ve been able to implement that at MTN.” 

APPROACHES TO FILMMAKING: A BALANCING ACT

How do organizational leaders who are also media artists find time for their own 
filmmaking? These artist-leaders take a variety of approaches. Some pursue films 
within their organizational roles, while others make films on the side. Some pursue 
filmmaking occasionally, and others work at it more consistently. During times when 
they are not directly involved in making their own films, many keep a finger on the 
pulse of filmmaking through activities such as teaching, curating, executive producing, 

While acknowledging that filmmaking often takes 
a back seat to the demands of their organizational 
leadership roles, most participants say the experi-
ence of day-to-day media arts administration is also 
a catalyst for their creativity.
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or supporting community-based productions.

The filmmaking approaches of these artist-leaders often correlate to the scale of 
their films. Those who make full-length films tend to pursue these projects on an 
occasional basis. Those who make short pieces are more often able to weave filmmaking 
into their routines. For example, Hye-Jung Park, who has worked in several leadership 
roles, has co-produced one full-length documentary film project every five years, 
while experimental filmmaker Al Nigrin has made 30 short films since 1983 along 
with teaching, curating, and growing an organization. 

At Arts Engine, Katy Chevigny’s vision has always included making full-length films as 
well as supporting the work and reach of other social change filmmakers. Her last film, 
Election Day, was produced in 2007 through Arts Engine’s production arm, Big Mouth 
Films. Chevigny describes her approach to filmmaking as “cyclical,” noting, “When I’m 
making a film, I shift more responsibilities to other staff, which means less day-to-day 
involvement in programmatic decision making during those times.” 

Most participants have pursued filmmaking projects outside their official organi-
zational duties while some have made films within their organizations (working 
nights and weekends on their films was involved either way). In both cases, the time 
participants devote to filmmaking has ebbed and flowed based on the myriad and 
changing needs of their organizations. 

For example, Pam Colby has worked on “a big side project” during most of her tenure 
at MTN, including her most recent film, Wellstone!, about the life of the late senator 
Paul Wellstone. As her organization enters into a cable franchise renewal process, 
Colby will focus intensively on the political work necessary to secure continuing funding 
for MTN; her own filmmaking will take the back burner. 

In the short-term, Justine Nagan will continue traveling to selected screenings to 
promote her new film, Typeface. However, as a new executive director, her primary 
focus for the foreseeable future will be on organizational management and leader-
ship rather than her own filmmaking. 

Tamara Gould offers the perspective that “you can do it all but not all at the same 
time.” Her last film, produced in 2003 and 2004 for the PBS series Wide Angle, was 
Democracy Afghan Style about that nation’s historic Constitutional Loya Jirga. 
Gould plans to someday make another film; in the meantime she keeps a hand in 
filmmaking as series producer for Global Voices and True Stories: Life in the U.S.A. 
as part of her position at ITVS. According to Gould, “When you’re the producer, it’s 
your life to follow the film. In series producing and executive producing, you’re not 
going in as deep, but you have more breadth. It gives a different perspective.”

Filmmaking in a community-based context gives some artist-leaders an expanded 
range of creative roles. For example, in producing full-length films under the auspices 
of NW Documentary, Ian McCluskey achieves his own artistic vision with many 
community volunteers supporting the effort; this was the case with the making of 
Eloquent Nude, a film about the relationship of photographer Edward Weston and 
his muse and partner Charis Wilson. In teaching NW Documentary’s production 
workshops, McCluskey takes a different role in which he is “more of a facilitator, 
helping students develop their stories and have artistic control.” Al Nigrin and Katy 
Chevigny are among the artist-leaders who have a curatorial voice in shaping exhibi-
tions and film festivals for their organizations. And Pam Colby is among those who 
have been able to incorporate small community-based productions within their jobs. 
At MTN, she recently directed a short documentary with a group of interns, Home-
grown Minneapolis, about eating food grown within 100 miles of the city. 

While acknowledging that filmmaking often takes a back seat to the demands of their 
organizational leadership roles, most participants say the experience of day-to-day 
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media arts administration is also a catalyst for their creativity. These artist-leaders are 
exposed to many films and filmmakers through screenings, workshops, visiting film-
makers, and film festivals; many draw inspiration at the hub of a creative community. 
One participant comments,“I get calls from filmmakers who are alone for days in their 
basement editing. I never experience that kind of isolation.” Another says, “I keep my 
edge as a filmmaker just by showing up at work.”

HOW FILMMAKING INFORMS ORGANIZATIONAL LEADERSHIP

The creative process of filmmaking is the unifying principle that guides these artist-
leaders in their management of media arts organizations. Participants lead based on 
vision, collaboration, and empathy for artists, and they have a commitment to teaching 
and developing others. Many have developed business skills, including “people skills,” 
through filmmaking. 

The perception that “creativity” and “management” are at odds has often been over-
blown, participants suggested. Tamara Gould states: “As a filmmaker, I’ve done a lot 
of budgeting, team building, thinking about management practices, and fundraising. 
Making a film is a complicated business endeavor that requires attending to logistics, 
budget and cash flow, insurance, payroll, and reports to funders. … Filmmaking and 
organizational leadership inform each other. Everybody thinks making films is creative 
and working for an institution isn’t, but there is a lot more creativity in running an 
organization than you might think, and there is a lot more administration involved 
in making and distributing a film than you might think.”

For Hye-Jung Park, “overseeing the whole filmmaking process from preproduction 
to production to distribution helps my work as an organizational leader where 
each project involves a collaborative process working with a team and different 
communities.” Justine Nagan notes, “The skills it takes to get a film made—like 
fundraising, storytelling, making connections, and planning—can be applied to any 
aspect of the organization.”

Several participants emphasized the elements of vision and collaboration within their 
filmmaking and organizational leadership. “What I know is project-based leadership. 
I lead by vision, get people to see that vision and get involved,” Ian McCluskey says, 
adding, “The process includes collaborative and creative discussions, with a lot of 
give and take.” Al Nigrin sums up the experiences of filmmaking and running an orga-
nization this way: “There are many common elements: You’ve got to be a visionary, keep 
Murphy in check, know what your audience wants, and have a financial and emotional 
support network.” 
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As organizational leaders, participants are champions for artists and artistic visions. 
Dorothea Braemer typifies this in her role at Squeaky Wheel. She notes, “Making films 
keeps me in tune with what filmmakers need. All the programs I started create oppor-
tunities for others to make films. It’s always frustrating to see how limited the funding 
is for individual artists. I wanted to start programs where makers get at least some 
funding.” In accordance with this philosophy, Squeaky Wheel’s youth media institute 
pays stipends to young media makers, and its artist-in-residency project includes an 
artist’s stipend as well as equipment and editing access. 

Justine Nagan explains her connection with other artists as follows: “Filmmaking 
informs my leadership and causes me to have empathy for filmmakers. It helps me to 
understand and articulate Kartemquin’s services. It strengthens my belief in our mis-
sion and what we provide to filmmakers.” As an international series producer at ITVS, 
Tamara Gould also sees a direct link between her experience as a filmmaker and her 
ability to work with other filmmakers. She says, “I have shared sensibilities, language, 
and feelings with the filmmakers. That has enabled me to give good feedback. I’m very 
sensitive to a filmmaker’s vision, and I understand what it takes to help realize their 
vision—or as much of their vision as possible.”

Several participants highlighted how filmmaking has influenced their approach to 
supporting and developing staff. At MTN, those who work 20 hours a week or more 
get a key to the facility to work after hours on their own projects. According to Pam 
Colby, “I recognize that most of the staff have an alternate reason for being here—their 
own art. After-hours access is a perk that helps make up for the pay grade.” In a similar 
vein, Justine Nagan emphasizes the importance of having flexible hours for production 
staffers at Kartemquin: “I know how exhausting it is to be immersed in the editing  
process. Editors may work 12 or 14 hour days, often late into the night. They need to 
come in later or have more flexibility in their schedules.” 

With a very limited professional development budget, Dorothea Braemer says staff 
development at Squeaky Wheel occurs in the context of hands-on projects. For  
example, “We were overhauling our website, and our education director wanted to 
take on that project. A bigger organization would have outsourced it, but it was good 
for her to do it. She understood what we needed, she learned a new content-manage-
ment system (Drupal), and it was a stressful but rewarding experience.”

CHALLENGES FOR ARTIST-LEADERS

In identifying the challenges of combining filmmaking with organizational leadership, 
these artist-leaders universally spoke of the difficulty of giving adequate time and 
mental space to their filmmaking. Several also highlighted the difficulties involved 
in balancing family life with an active filmmaking practice. And a few said their 
leadership has been affected by societal stereotypes about artists.

For Justine Nagan, filmmaking is a team effort, but it is also very personal. She says, 
“It’s hard to go back and forth between a very personal project and a whole organization 
focus—to routinely do that.” Ian McCluskey notes, “In theory, I could carve out more 
time for filmmaking, but I’m thinking about workshops, grants, and volunteers.”

Katy Chevigny has led Arts Engine during a period of growth and has seen her executive 
director duties shift to minimize filmmaking. She says, “In the last two years I’ve 
done very little filmmaking. As the years have gone by, the executive director job has 

The creative process of filmmaking is the unifying principle 
that guides these artist-leaders in their management of media 
arts organizations. 
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grown.” Brady Lewis recounts a similar experience at Pittsburgh Filmmakers, in which 
organizational growth led to expanded administrative demands: “Over time the program 
got much bigger but my job stayed the same. We began with five teachers, and I was the 
only fulltime faculty member. Now we have 45 teachers, and four of us are full-time staff.” 

Several participants said they feel pressure at times to suspend their filmmaking based 
on the needs of their families as well as their organizations; it takes a personal toll to 
pursue film projects at night, on weekends, and with vacation time. As one participant 
commented, “I’m always motivated to continue filmmaking, but I’ve got kids and family 
health issues, and that slows you down.” 

According to two participants, it is challenging to encounter stereotypes about 
artists, including the assumption that art making is at cross-purposes with organi-
zational leadership. One shares the following story: “When we got started, one of the 
original board members told me, ‘We need to hire a business person to manage the 
organization so you can be an artist.’ It was like being on a campus where there are 
separate buildings—one for business and one for arts.”

Another participant has found that “artists as organizational leaders are a bit sus-
pect.” She says, “I spent several years downplaying my role as a filmmaker to gain 

credibility with funders 
as an organizational 
leader. … It took me a 
while to feel empowered. 
Now, instead of being  
a filmmaker with a day 
job, I’m seeing it as a 
strategy to remain fresh 
and on top of what’s  
going on in the field.”

MOTIVATIONS OF ARTIST-LEADERS 

While the combination of filmmaking and organizational leadership is “not for the 
faint of heart,” as one participant commented, these artist-leaders identified sources 
of deep satisfaction derived from their dual roles, including: tapping into creative 
energy, teaching and learning, catalyzing multiple visions, and raising awareness of 
important public issues—including informing public policy. 

“I get a thrill by surrounding myself with creative energy and seeing the pride others 
have in making something: I want to pass that on,” says Ian McCluskey. Dorothea 
Braemer draws inspiration from the creative environment at Squeaky Wheel,  
including the following example: “I was under a deadline to finish a recent film, and I 
needed a voiceover. I asked an artist who just happened to be at Squeaky Wheel 
to help, and he delivered a perfect voiceover! The whole process took about half an 
hour.” Pam Colby is inspired by the energy and openness of younger generations in 
the media arts field: “They say, ‘Why not do it like this?’ They understand that  
things don’t have to be done one way. We have more possibilities.” 

Many participants highlighted their rewarding experiences as teachers and learners. 
Education is at the core of Al Nigrin’s long-term involvement in the media arts. 
“I’ve used all my filmmaking experiences to share with others—from young people 
to people in their 70s,” he says. “As a teacher, nonprofit leader, and maker, the  
process is all about educating; educating is interwoven.”

Brady Lewis is “constantly exposed to student ideas and demands” as a long-term 
faculty member and the education director of Pittsburgh Filmmakers. He says, “As a 
teacher you always have to be learning new things and rethinking things you thought 
you already knew.” Lewis enjoys being at the center of a learning community with the 

These artist-leaders identified sources of deep satis-
faction derived from their dual roles, including: tapping 
into creative energy, teaching and learning, catalyzing 
multiple visions, and raising awareness of important 
public issues—including informing public policy. 
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faculty as well: “We have often hired people who have little or no teaching experience, 
but they have valuable artistic and community experience. They learn to become 
teachers here with help from those who have been here longer.” 

Vision is at the heart of the matter for these artist-leaders, including furthering their 
artistic visions, teaching others to tell their stories through filmmaking, and influencing 
hearts and minds to consider different perspectives and possibilities. Al Nigrin is motivated 
by “sharing my personal world through filmmaking and engaging people in looking at 
the world in new ways—turning people on to something they haven’t considered.” Katy 
Chevigny co-founded Arts Engine with a vision of “creating films of consequence.” And 
Ian McCluskey takes special joy in opening night, when student visions come to frui-
tion: “When your movie premiers, you’ll be in the theater with 200 people. … You’ll stand 
beside it and be responsible for it and also take pride in telling the story well.”

Driven by her vision for a more just world, Hye-Jung Park says, “I’ve always had  
a social change vision in my work—as a maker, an administrator, and as a funder… 
I cannot be motivated or inspired as a filmmaker or an arts administrator unless I 
am also tied to social justice movements. That interaction gives me direction and 
motivates my work as a filmmaker and an administrator.” In her previous roles 
with Downtown Community Television and Manhattan Neighborhood Network, 
Park has seen the impact of videos in mobilizing communities, raising awareness, 
and building support for issues of importance to immigrant communities, youth, 
and other underserved groups. Her recent work as a program officer at the Funding 
Exchange represented an extension of her passion for production work that sup-
ports organizing around public policy.

Tamara Gould also draws satisfaction from supporting films that inform public policy. 
For example, Lioness, an ITVS-funded film about the combat experiences of female 
Army support soldiers, was recently screened on Capitol Hill for the Senate Armed 
Services Committee and had a direct impact on improving benefits for female veterans. 

SUSTAINING THE LEADERSHIP OF ARTIST-LEADERS

Above all else, these participants are sustained as filmmakers and as leaders by their 
passion for creative visions and their belief in the transformative power of the media 
arts. To help sustain their leadership, these artist-leaders and their organizations 
pursue several strategies: sharing leadership and developing other leaders, assuring 
variety and new challenges on the job (including fun projects), providing flexibility 
in work schedules, attending to self-care, relying on their external networks, and 
developing their boards of directors. 

For Ian McCluskey, creating an associate director position at NW Documentary was 
part of a natural progression: “For a couple of years I juggled all the balls. Now I’m in a 
shared leadership role with an associate director, and we work well together.” McCluskey 
makes it a point to recognize and nurture talent, noting, “At some point we will need a 
capital campaign. Maybe I can learn that, or maybe I will have to hand off leadership. 
Eventually, if I do my job well, it will involve training a successor.” 

At Arts Engine, professionals at the director level work with a great deal of authority 
and responsibility, according to Katy Chevigny. This depth of internal leadership 
was one important factor that enabled Chevigny’s recent creative sabbatical. At 
Squeaky Wheel, Dorothea Braemer has given increasing levels of responsibility to 
staff for directing programming. She, too, is exploring with her board of directors the 
potential for a creative sabbatical.

Several participants said new challenges help sustain them as leaders. Brady Lewis 
offered this example: “Sometimes I throw myself into something new just to keep 
it fresh, like a new class we have this spring with Carnegie Mellon. It’s called Music, 
Cinema and Culture. It’s a different kind of collaboration for us, the kind of special 
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project here and there that keeps the job interesting.” For Tamara Gould, new part-
nerships on Capitol Hill and abroad have stretched her in positive ways, helping her 
to more fully see the impact of ITVS’s work.

Participants mentioned the value of incorporating small, fun projects within their 
routines. Although it is not one of his official duties as education director, Brady Lewis 
enjoys jumping into ad hoc production opportunities at times, such as putting together 
a film festival trailer and other “last minute requests.” In a similar spirit, Dorothea 
Braemer takes on small projects to vary her routine, such as a recent effort to package 
and sell DVDs in local stores. 

According to participants, flexible work schedules are important not only for sus-
taining organizational leaders, but also for sustaining the creative people on their 
staffs. For example, Pam Colby is currently negotiating to arrange time off for an 
MTN staffer who received funding to develop a feature-length animation film. 
 “Flexibility is what organizations can offer. I think offering that support is important,” 
she says. At Squeaky Wheel, “Everyone on the staff is involved in arts practice,” 
explains Dorothea Braemer. “Everyone is connected with different communities, 
such as music and new media. They all come together here. It’s important for the 
staff to feel excited about Squeaky Wheel. We’re all artists, and sometimes we take 
time off to go to a festival. It’s important to maintain that flexibility.” 

Several participants noted that well-tended community networks contribute to their 
ability to continue as leaders, enabling them to tap many potential perspectives 
and partners. Attending to self-care was another common thread including exercise, 
meditation and creative endeavors. According to Braemer, “It’s important to stay in 
balance to stay inspired. And we need to be inspired to do this kind of work.” 

For some participants, board development efforts have helped to sustain their leadership. 
One said, “Our board started as cheerleaders and then focused on maintaining our  
programs; next, we will work on expanding the resources.” Another artist-leader noted 
that her organization has successfully shifted from a “paper board” to a board that is 
focused both on governance and providing informal support to the executive director.

With a track record of more than three decades in the media arts shepherding the Rutgers 
Film Coop and the New Jersey Media Arts Center, Al Nigrin sums up his experience 
this way: “I’ve been able to sustain. I started this as a labor of love, made sure there was 
some money there, and kept the vision alive. I’ve experienced burnout from time to time, 
but those times are few and far between. This is what I love.”

DISCUSSION 
Although small in scale, this study suggests that artist-leaders who have lived in the 
heart of artistic missions as filmmakers offer leadership strengths that are highly 
relevant in the complex and radically changing environment for the media arts: As 
visionaries, they see possibilities, make connections between ideas, and deeply value 
creativity (their own and others’); as learners and creators, they seek out challenges, 
undertake experiments and frequently adapt to changing circumstances; and as  
teachers and collaborators, they tend to involve and develop others. 
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The artist-leaders participating in this study bring to their organizations a synergistic 
combination of business skills and creative capacities developed through filmmaking 
and on-the-job learning in media arts organizations. Although their filmmaking has 
often taken a back seat to organizational and family priorities, participants have per-
sisted as filmmakers—finding ways to keep their creative juices flowing. 

In a challenging environment for media arts organizations, developing and sustaining 
leadership will continue to be of critical importance. Due to economic pressures and 
new social-cultural and technological realities, many media arts organizations are  
re-examining their programs and resource development approaches. Other key concerns 
are executive leadership transitions and attracting and retaining an increasingly 
intergenerational workforce. In light of these challenges, the strategies used by  
artist-leaders and their organizations are worthy of amplification:

By developing multiple leaders, media arts organizations can decentralize power and 
knowledge, including reducing unhealthy dependence on a single executive leader. 
Through sharing leadership, organizations can open up new options for how work is 
divided; this enables creative leave or other mechanisms that can help sustain artist-leaders.

Through cultivating diverse community networks and developing their boards of 
directors, media arts organizations can better prepare themselves for an increasingly 
interdependent reality that requires systemic thinking, multiple perspectives, and a 
variety of collaborators and resource partners. 

By offering flexible work schedules and challenging assignments, media arts organi-
zations are more likely to retain those of the Gen X and Millennial generations, who 
want to develop their leadership and have balanced lives that make time for family 
and friends. Baby Boomers, who are increasingly looking for flexible schedules in 
their semi-retirement years, will also appreciate having options for meaningful and 
stimulating work on a part-time schedule.

RECOMMENDATIONS
To help sustain and support artist-leaders in the media arts, I offer the following rec-
ommendations, which are not intended to be definitive. These recommendations are 
informed by the experiences of participants in this study as well as my experience 
in the media arts field, which includes filmmaking, organizational development, and 
leadership development. 
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RECOMMENDATIONS FOR ARTIST-LEADERS

Own your artist-leader identity. Reflect on how your experience and passion as a film-
maker contribute to your work as an arts leader; this is an essential part of your personal 
and professional narrative. Find opportunities to share your story with the staff, board, 
and other stakeholders. Encourage others in the organization to do the same. 

Articulate core values. Do you and others in your organization have a shared under-
standing of the values that guide programs and services? For example, is it a core 
value to support artists and foster creativity? Help your organization make its core 
values explicit rather than tacit; when values are shared and articulated, they more 
readily serve as visible touchstones for organizational communications, policies, 
decisions, and actions. 

Develop multiple leaders and ask for help. Leadership involves developing and 
relying on others. Offer challenging “real world” assignments to staff members 
to help them develop while also serving the organization. Entrust board members 
with meaningful projects that are well matched to their interests and skills,  
which will deepen their engagement and commitment. Communicate with funders 
and other supporters about strengthening internal leadership capacity as a  
sustainability strategy.

Trust your instincts and take a few risks. Looking to “what has always worked” is a 
common reaction to the economic squeeze, but playing it safe is not a recipe for sustain-
ing your organization’s mission in difficult times. Experiments can be energizing and 
generate new thinking. Continue to keep an ear to the ground with constituents, and 
you will likely know which risks are worth taking and when to try something new  
without a detailed business plan. 

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR BOARDS OF DIRECTORS

Promote realistic job expectations and encourage balance. Board members often 
exert subtle and not so subtle pressures on executive leaders to have all the  
answers and fill gaps in organizational capacity. To help sustain staff leaders,  
address realistic workloads as part of budgeting, planning, and performance 
review conversations. Offer support, including encouraging a balanced life with 
space for creative endeavors. 

036    

CREATIVE ACTS: PAULA MANLEY

Bollier, David. Viral Spiral: 
How the Commoners 
Built a Republic of  
Their Own. New York:  
New Press (2009).

Brinckerhoff, Peter C.  
Generations: The Chal-
lenge of a Lifetime for  
Your Nonprofit. St. Paul:  
Fieldstone Alliance (2007).

Crutchfield, L.R. & McLeod 
Grant, H. Forces for Good: 
The Six Practices of  High-
Impact Nonprofits.   
San Francisco:  Jossey- 
Bass (2008).

Heifetz, R., Grashow, A., & 
Linsky, M. The Practice of 
Adaptive Leadership: Tools 
and Tactics for Changing 
Your Organization and the 

World. Boston: Harvard 
Business School Press 
(2009).

Kunreuther, F., Kim, H., 
& Rodriguez, R. Working 
Across Generations: Defin-
ing the Future of Nonprofit 
Leadership. San Francisco: 
Jossey-Bass (2008).

Pink, D. A Whole New 
Mind: Moving from the 
Information Age to the 
Conceptual Age. New York: 
Riverhead Books (2005). 

Shirky, C. Here Comes 
Everybody: The Power 
of Organizing Without 
Organizations. New York: 
Penguin Press (2008).

• 

•

•

•

• 

REFERENCES



is co-director of The Learn-
ing Commons, NAMAC’s 
collaborator in presenting 
leadership institutes for 
media arts and visual arts 
organizations. She is the 
principal of Paula Manley 
Consulting (www.paula-
manley.com) and an artist 
working in ceramics and 
mixed media.

PAULA MANLEY

Connect with the mission. As community emissaries for media arts organizations, 
board members are most effective when they have a direct connection with the mission. 
Attend a screening, participate in a workshop, or take an artist-in-residence for coffee. 
The experience will likely make you a more articulate champion for your organization 
and a better partner with staff leaders.

Recognize the up side of creative leave. A sabbatical or other creative leave offers 
several benefits. It is a relatively inexpensive way to renew staff leaders; it provides 
an opening for other staff to grow by taking on new responsibilities; and it can 
bring to the surface weak links in an organization’s systems to be addressed before 
they reach a crisis point. Finally, enabling creative leave for a staff leader is a way  
to recognize the “whole person” and demonstrate the organization’s commitment to 
artistic practice.

Embrace learning. Board members can support media arts missions and the work of 
staff leaders by cultivating a mindset of curiosity; this includes asking good questions, 
seeking to understand changes in the operating environment, and considering a  
variety of perspectives and possibilities rather than simply relying on the status quo.

IN CLOSING
The leadership approaches embodied by artist-leaders are part of a broader cultural 
shift that involves co-creating and adapting in light of dramatically changed and 
changing circumstances. In this time of seemingly insurmountable challenges, the 
independent media arts are central to the task of understanding, reimagining, and 
remaking our world, from the local to the global. Strengthening support for artist-
leaders will help organizations—and the field—more fully realize the transformative 
power of the media arts within this grand endeavor. 

This study represents an initial exploration into a rich topic. Although I chose to 
limit participation to artist-leaders, additional research would be useful to gain the 
perspectives of others including board members, staff, constituents, partners, and 
funders. Readers should not generalize too broadly from these findings and recom-
mendations; instead, I hope the study will spark generative dialogue about fostering 
and sustaining creative leadership in the media arts field and beyond. 
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There is no singular pathway to becoming a successful media curator. 
Whether cultivating the knowledge base and experience within 
academic institutions; rising through the ranks of film festivals or 
museum programs; or finding an empty wall, basement, or rooftop, 
finagling a projector, and inviting a bunch of friends and colleagues 
to watch ambitious pieces of film and video, every curator, programmer, 
and artistic director is unique, each with his or her own unexpected 
story of entering the field and managing to survive within it. 

THE PROFESSION OF FORKING PATHS: 
CURATORS AND PROGRAMMERS TAKE MANY ROUTES 

TO ESTABLISHING A CAREER

By Anthony Kaufman
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As the Museum of Modern Art’s chief film curator, 
Rajendra Roy, says, “It was definitely not strategized 
or planned or envisioned when I first arrived in 
New York in the early ’90s. It was less about, ‘I want 
to be a curator,’ and more about others saying,  
‘Raj is good at putting programs together; why don’t 
we work together?’”

An older generation of curators largely came into 
the field through university settings, garnering 
advanced arts degrees, and then finding their way 
into programming academic archives or other 
institutional venues, but for next-generation arts 
professionals, anything goes.  Roy, for example, 
wanted to be a performance artist. Others, like Lauren 
Cornell, traveled wherever passion for ground-
breaking work led them—in her case, from Oberlin 
College to London to New York, where she  
is  now executive director of Rhizome, an online  
platform for media art affiliated since 2003 with  
the New Museum. 

WHAT IS A CURATOR/ 
PROGRAMMER?
Mediator between artist and audience; cultural 
gatekeeper; organizer; administrator; historian—all of 
these are possible definitions for the arts professionals 
working in our media institutions. However, none of 
these notions truly encapsulates what it is a curator  
or programmer does, or how one might be successful at 
it. For the purposes of this discussion, I will use the 
terms “curator” and “programmer” somewhat inter-
changeably, even though they tend to describe different 

identities: “curator” tending to evoke museums, art 
galleries, and the like; “programmer” suggesting more 
mainstream venues like film festivals. Such distinc-
tions are blurry, given today’s hybrid media forms and 
exhibition spaces and the fluidity and adaptivity these 
professionals need in their work. 

For Chi-hui Yang, the director of the San Francisco’s 
International Asian American Film Festival, what  
defines the job is an equal distribution of administrative 
and artistic work. “You need to be able to pull things 
together well, and you need to be able to maintain  
relationships with filmmakers and distributors,” he says. 
Pacific Film Archives’ curator Kathy Geritz agrees  
that creative and administrative tasks are equally 
crucial to being a programmer. “For me,” she says, “it’s 
also important to have a curiosity and basis of  
knowledge for the history of moving images.” 

Yang stresses the importance of being “willing to 
take risks,” explaining, “It’s easy to put together 
works that are similar in theme; it’s harder to find 
things that are disparate, or even opposing, and 
allow for the alchemy that happens when you put 
those things together. That’s the kind of creativity 
I like to see. I have seen academic [programmers] 
who understand ideas, but their programs can be 
very dry because they’re too much about ideas, not 
about sound or images.”

Though not every emerging curator garners a Ph.D., 
they still need a rich and detailed knowledge of the 

Rajendra Roy, Museum of Modern Art’s 
Chief Film Curator

An older generation of curators largely came into 
the field through university settings, garnering 
advanced arts degrees, and then finding their way 
into programming academic archives or other  
institutional venues, but for next-generation arts 
professionals, anything goes. 
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art forms with which they’re working. “One potential 
problem for people starting out independently, like 
me,” admits Lauren Cornell, “is that sometimes 
you see a real lack of art history knowledge. And I 
think it’s important to have that, so artists and cura-
tors are expanding and building upon the history 
of contemporary art and not repeating it.”

SCHOOL’S IN: MORE THAN 
BRICKS IN THE WALL
Many established media arts professionals started 
their careers in academia. Geritz had a B.A. in Art 
Practice at UC Berkeley before she started working 
at the Pacific Film Archives, and then got a masters 
degree in cinema studies from San Francisco State 
University. Tribeca Enterprises’ Geoff Gilmore, 
formerly director of programming at the Sundance 
Film Festival, graduated from UCLA in 1979 and 
became the head of programming for the school’s 
Film and Television Archive for 15 years. Richard 
Peña, program director for the Film Society of 
Lincoln Center, studied film at Harvard, earned a 
Master’s degree in film at M.I.T., and then taught  
at several universities before becoming the director  
of the Art Institute of Chicago’s Film Center. 

Today, art history and cinema studies departments 
are still churning out a handful of folks who move 
into programming or curatorial roles, but in the last 
several years, a notable shift has taken place: the 
formation of programs specifically dedicated to the 
art and methodology of curating itself, most notably 
Bard College’s Center for Curatorial Studies and 
California College of the Arts’ Graduate Program 
in Curatorial Practice. While neither school focuses 
specifically on the programming of film, video, 
and new media, the institutions reflect the broader 
concerns facing the field. 

At the Center for Curatorial Leadership in New 
York, the goals are even larger. Now in its third 
iteration, the organization invites already established 
curators to learn the tools to take on leadership 
positions at museums and other artistic institutions. 
Fellows get a crash course in issues ranging from 
finance and conflict resolution to human resources 

and governance in order “to be perceived as global 
players in the museum universe,” says CCL cofounder 
and director Elizabeth W. Easton. “The whole 
premise of my program is protecting art,” she says. 
“It’s easier to bring business school to people who 
already know about the art than  to teach art to people 
who know about business.”

To adapt to the rapidly changing universe of cura-
tion, CCS at Bard has evolved considerably in recent 
years. “Historically, it emphasized the academic 
side and scholarship,” says director Maria Lind. 
“While maintaining intellectual rigor, we have now 
shifted to respond to what contemporary art and 
curating is today.” She cites a greater emphasis 
on practical concerns and more flexibility in what 
students choose to curate, from a more typical 

Chi-hui Yang, Director of the San Francisco  
International Asian American Film Festival

In the last several years, a notable shift has taken place: the formation 
of programs specifically dedicated to the art and methodology of curat-
ing itself, most notably Bard College’s Center for Curatorial Studies and  
California College of the Arts’ Graduate Program in Curatorial Practice. 
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group-show model in the past to any number of 
new forms and exhibitions now. 

Similarly, CCA’s curatorial graduate school is also 
split evenly between academics and practice,  
according to chair Leigh Markopoulos. “What cura-
tors mainly do is program exhibitions, so students 
are encouraged to put into practice what they learn 
through project-based assignments, focusing on  
the craft of making exhibitions,” she says.

Separately, both Lind and Markopoulos say 80 
to 90 percent of their graduates find jobs in the 
fields of their choice. One of the primary reasons 

for this successful placement rate, they say, is the 
fact that students are working within a community 
of artists and learning firsthand from experienced 
practitioners. 

“It’s no accident that our students are often recom-
mended and employed by people affiliated with 
the program,” says Markopoulos. “It’s like getting 
an MFA, which doesn’t necessarily make you an 
artist, but makes it easier for you to become part of 
the community.” 

Sofía Hernández, a Bard CCS alumnus (class of 
2000), who formerly worked at New York City’s Art 

in General and now is the director of the Tamayo 
Museum of Contemporary Art in Mexico City, 
says it was at Bard that she met most of the people 
she has worked with over the subsequent years. “I 
love the place,” she says. “Last year, I went back 
there at their invitation for a curatorial residency. 
They gave me a fellowship, an office, and access to 
research. It was amazing.”

Markopoulos says that the people she sees thriving  
ultimately have the same basic “old-fashioned values” 
that people in the field always have had: “They’re hard-
working and determined and utilize every opportunity.”

Despite their successes, Lind acknowledges the 
world is “changing,” commenting that despite past 
successes, “We’ll see what happens in the future 
with the economic crisis and the fact that there are 
more and more programs producing more and  
more curators.” Kathy Geritz, who has been teaching a 
film curating internship for 15 years at Berkeley, notes 
that although several interns from the program’s 
earlier days found jobs, today, “I don’t think there 
are many positions opening up.”

For that reason, Geritz believes a lot of current 
programming is akin to “the creative work people 
do on their own time, on their own energy.” She 
says, “Any of these people would rather be paid, but 
there’s the impulse of having the experience and 
the need to get the work out there.”

Mike Plante, Programmer, 

Sundance Film Festival

Separately, both Lind and Markopoulos say 80 to 90 percent of their 
graduates find jobs in the fields of their choice. One of the primary 
reasons for this successful placement rate, they say, is the fact that 
students are working within a community of artists and learning 
firsthand from experienced practitioners. 
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MIXING IT UP: KNOWING 
THE ARTIST
MoMA’s Rajendra Roy has traveled the multi-forked 
pathway to becoming a curator, oscillating back 
and forth between film festivals and museums. He 
believes today’s most exciting emerging curators 
haven’t needed a formal education. “I’m a big pro-
ponent of the messy approach,” he says, alluding to 
those who develop direct relationships with artists, 
where “there is not a distance between the curator 
and the art form they’re addressing.” He explains, “I 
haven’t seen that happen through these professional 
development programs. I think that happens when 
you get your hands dirty.”

When Roy first interned at the MIX gay and lesbian 
experimental film festival in 1994, he admits he 
had “no serious credentials other than I knew the 
artists, I was hanging out with them and had direct 
access to them. Going back, that’s how a lot of people 
worked; it was just about getting together and  
putting something on.” He adds, “If I had gone from 
undergrad straight to grad, I would have missed 
that period when I was immersed in art making. I’m 
not anti-academic, but I’m not convinced that it  
has to be the priority.”

The career of French critic Bérénice Reynaud 
confirms Roy’s notion that curators are made through 
the relationships they establish directly with artists. 
Reynaud, who is a consulting programmer for 
several international film festivals and co-curates the 
avant-garde program at REDCAT (the Roy and Edna 
Disney/CalArts Theater), came to New York first as 
a critic, writing about American avant-garde cinema 
for publications back home in France. “It was a small 
scene,” she recalls. “We all knew each other, and after 
the screening, you just talked to the filmmakers. 
And I think this 
is an important 
point: It’s all about 
a familiarity with 
the milieu.” From 
there, Reynaud 
befriended direc-
tors such as Jack
Smith and Yvonne Rainer, and was asked to program 
their work and similar experimental films for various 
venues and institutions. “Then it snowballed,” she says.

Later in her career, she developed the same sort of 
close relationships with documentary filmmakers in 
China, starting with director Wu Wenguang (Bum-
ming in Beijing, 1990). After seeing his work at the 
Vancouver International Film Festival, she actively 
sought him out. “We met and talked for hours,” she 

says. Whether in New York or in China, meet-
ing filmmakers after screenings helped Reynaud 
develop longstanding relationships. “If somebody’s 
work speaks to you, you communicate with this 
person at a level of exchange which is very deep 
and which is very real,” she says. She describes the 
close relationships she has cultivated with film-
makers as being akin to two friends corresponding 
through the mail. “It’s like they wrote to me by 
making a film that spoke to me, and I wrote back, 
by writing about the film, and then they would say, 
‘You get it and understand what I’m doing.’”

GETTING YOUR HANDS DIRTY: 
THE FILM FESTIVAL LADDER
One of the main entry points for programmers is 
the realm of established media showcases and film 
festivals, where drive and ambition has eventually 
pushed many a young programmer into a lead role. 
“Working in a nonprofit business model, there’s a lot of 
reward for showing your abilities, and being at the right 
place at the right time,” says Chi-hui Yang.

Yang, who first worked as an indie music producer 
and promoter, started out as a summer intern at  
the San Francisco International Asian American 
Film Festival. Then he worked for two years as  
an assistant to the festival’s director, and then after 
the director left, he took over. “A lot of people I 
know who work in key programmatic roles began 
in various entry level jobs, as print traffic coordinators, 
as volunteer coordinators, just finding a way in, 
and then showing that they had the smarts and could 
work their way up,” he says.

Mike Plante, director of programming at CineVegas 
Film Festival, an associate programmer at Sundance, 

and founder of the short-form showcase Lunchfilm, 
also got his start on the lower rungs of the festival 
hierarchy, working at a regional film festival in Tuc-
son for ten years. He then got a gig as a projectionist 
at Telluride and was recommended for an opening 
at Sundance, where he first worked in a technical 
capacity and then helped sift through the thousands 
of short films that were submitted to the festival. 
Plante had also started his own underground film ’zine, 
CineMad, which he credits for getting him noticed.  

“Working in a nonprofit business model, there’s a 
lot of reward for showing your abilities, and being at 
the right place at the right time,” says Chi-hui Yang.
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“I knew something about the underground, and I 
knew some avant-garde kids, like Cory Arcangel and 
Martha Colburn, and since I had access to these 
people, festivals liked that, and since I was obviously 
doing something for no money, they liked that, too,” 
he says. His ultimate advice for budding curators: 
“Try to find a screen you admire, and try to work 
inside of a crew, where your voice can be heard and 
where you can learn from people.”

Mary Kerr also worked her way through various 
positions at film festivals before landing her cur-
rent job as the executive director of The Flaherty. 
A former Park City resident, she worked as a hous-
ing coordinator at Sundance, and then as an 

assistant to Sundance chief Geoff Gilmore, and then 
as an associate programmer; she did a one-year-
stint at the Los Angeles Film Festival, and then 
moved to New York where she programmed Gen Art, 
and then to Washington, D.C., where she headed 
SilverDocs. “If the [SilverDocs] job had been in New 
York, I’d probably have been one-hundredth on 
the list [for the Flaherty job]. But by going down to 
SilverDocs, I could then come back to the city with 
a more competitive edge. Sometimes, you need 
to make sacrifices to go where the jobs are.” She 
observes, “In New York, there are maybe four to five 
programming jobs, but you can be the director  
of programming at any number of smaller festivals 
around the country.”

Many younger curators and programmers believe 
that the festival route is a far more accessible 
pathway than the one through academic institutions 
or training programs. Rajendra Roy—who pro-
grammed for the Berlinale and then headed up the 
Hamptons International Film Festival—heralds 
the value of “getting the calluses of working in 
the trenches.” He says, “If a curator has only been 
looking at the work through Power Point presenta-
tions or books, they should go volunteer at a film 
festival, see 1,000 films, no matter how crappy. It’ll 
give them perspective.”

Ed Halter, who ran the New York Underground 
Film Festival for many years and got his start 
working as an intern at Frameline, presenter of the 
San Francisco International LGBT Film Festival, 
agrees:  “There’s no real way to learn what you 
need to learn except by doing it.” Halter notes 
the practical labor that goes into film exhibition: 
shipping prints, taking care of prints, and 16mm 
projection. “These are obscure technical arts at 
this point,” he says, “and they are not things that 
you can learn other than by doing them.”

By the virtue of their vast number, film festivals are 
also where the most opportunities are found. Roy 
believes that it’s at festivals where the next generation 
of leading curators is emerging. “If you look at the 
heads of the major archives around the world, a 
lot of the talent is coming out of the fest circuit,” 
he says, noting staffers such as Noah Cowan of 
Toronto International Film Festival’s Bell Lightbox, 
the Amsterdam Filmmuseum’s Sandra den Hamer, 
and the Austrian Film Museum’s Alexander Hor-
wath. “Obviously, the festival circuit has nurtured 
creative directors, but it is also nurturing curato-
rial and administrative talents, and maybe that’s a 
recent shift,” he says. “It seems to me that that is 
the place where boards at larger institutions are 
looking for new talents.”

Mary Kerr, Executive Director, 
The Flaherty

“In New York, there are maybe four 
to five programming jobs, but you 
can be the director of programming 
at any number of smaller festivals 
around the country.”
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IF YOU BUILD IT, THEY 
WILL COME 
Ariella J. Ben-Dov, currently the artistic and fes-
tival director at the Margaret Mead Film & Video 
Festival, is one of many arts professionals who 
embarked on this path by starting her own event. 
In 1997, while working as a documentary producer, 
she founded the MadCat Women’s International 
Film Festival in San Francisco. “I started MadCat 
because I saw a gap in the programming in the Bay 
Area. How do you change that? You start a new  
festival. So I just sort of dove in and got my curatorial 
chops by doing.” And because she had the freedom  
to do what she wanted, MadCat became a distinctive 
and original venue, set apart from those that  
already existed.

With no programming experience at the time, 
Ben-Dov admits now that what allowed her to start 
the festival was “my naiveté and my blind faith in 
what is good and right and needs to be seen in the 
avant-garde.” She continues, “That was the best 
thing that could happen to the festival, because I 
didn’t think about how to start a nonprofit orga-
nization. It was a just series of coups: the theater 
didn’t charge me, we had a lot of submissions, and 
I just trusted what I was doing.”

Similarly, Ed Halter, after leaving the New York 
Underground, decided to start a new venue, called 
Light Industry, along with the help of Thomas 
Beard, formerly of Ocularis, a media space in Wil-
liamsburg. Light Industry launched in March 2008, 
when Ocularis went on hiatus. Halter, too, had 
noted “a gap in the programming” that needed to 
be filled. “Our goal was to bring disparate com-
munities together, from the experimental edge of 
moving-image making to other forms—indie film, 
documentary—and create a crossroads.”

Like Ben-Dov, Halter and Beard essentially lucked 
out by getting space for free— in their case, in a 
large industrial complex in Brooklyn, as part of 
Industry City Art Project, set up to create opportu-
nities for art programs. “That’s what makes a project 
like this sustainable,” says Halter. 

Similar to the founders of the first avant-garde media 
spaces that sprung up in New York in the ’60s and ’70s, Ariella J. Ben-Dov, Artistic & Festival Director, 

the Margaret Mead Film & Video Festival

Ed Halter,   
Co-Director, Light Industry

By the virtue of their vast number, film festivals are also where the 
most opportunities are found. Roy believes that it’s at festivals where 
the next generation of leading curators is emerging. 
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like the Collective for Living Cinema and the Anthology 
Film Archives, many of today’s curators are develop-
ing a place for like-minded filmmakers, curators, and 
cineastes to share and discuss work. 

In the midst of these tough economic times, as ma-
jor institutions face 
cutbacks and few 
new media giants 
will emerge, starting 
something anew may 
be the most feasible 
creative option.

Christopher Allen, the 
29-year old founder 
and executive director 
of UnionDocs, a small 
but respected non-
fiction showcase in 
Brooklyn, says the or-
ganization was set up

as a collaborative enterprise for people who were 
both producing and presenting work. “I was interested 
in initiating this because of a feeling of wanting to 
be in the flow of content, working with people in a 
group…where there is more of an ongoing conversa-
tion,” he says. “I don’t think any of us involved have 

thought of ourselves 
exclusively as either 
curators or artists. Maybe 
when people get older, 
they’ll have to decide.” 

Currently, Allen is trying 
to figure out a way to 
move UnionDocs from 
an organization that is 
“passion-driven to some-
thing that’s sustainable.” 
He and his colleagues 
are looking to grants 
from the New York State 
Council for the Arts, 
among others, and they 

have started a program called UnionDocs Col-
laborative, an educational initiative for filmmakers, 
curators, and theorists exploring contemporary 
approaches to the documentary arts and develop-
ing group projects. 

“There’s a lot of opportunity in this field, especially 
right now,” says Allen, noting “the lack of clarity for 
filmmakers in terms of getting their work out there.” 
Indeed, because of the widespread changing eco-
nomics of film and video consumption—with conven-
tional theatrical exhibition being replaced by video-
on-demand, particularly for alternative work—Allen 
believes smaller brick-and-mortar venues are needed 
to fill the gap, and if done with the community’s sup-
port, can thrive as places of collective viewing.

While these examples may suggest a certain big-
city-centric model of DIY exhibition, successful 
regional venues have sprung up in all pockets 
of the United States, including FLEX, the Florida 
Experimental Film/Video Festival in Gainesville, 
Basement Films in Albuquerque, and Indie Grits 
Film Festival in Columbia, South Carolina. Andy 
Smith, who runs Indie Grits and programs Colum-
bia’s Nickelodeon Theatre, says he had intended 
to become an academic, but when he was given the 
opportunity to start a film festival in his hometown, 
he embraced the idea—with a particular sensitivity 
to his indigenous region. “I’m from the South, and 
grew up grappling with ideas of being from the 
South,” he says. “And I had this realization that 
the political backwardness of the South was an un-
sustainable way to run the country. So for me, it’s 

Andy Smith,   
Indie Grits Director

Similar to the founders of the 
first avant-garde media spaces 
that sprung up in New York in the 
’60s and ’70s, like the Collective 
for Living Cinema and the An-
thology Film Archives, many of 
today’s curators are developing 
a place for like-minded filmmak-
ers, curators, and cineastes to 
share and discuss work. 
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a political mission: Giving voice to people in the 
South who are creating work and redefining what 
it means to be from the South.”

Even though Smith shares many of the same goals with 
his compatriots in New York, Los Angeles, and San 
Francisco, he acknowledges some crucial differences. 
“We don’t face the competition for attention,” he says, 
“which is a luxury in one sense, but it’s also daunting. 
We don’t have peers, we don’t have the same resources, 
we’re dealing with a smaller audience, and we don’t 
have the history of supporting artistic projects like this. 
This challenges us to be as good as we can be.”

THE INTERNET AND BEYOND: 
THE FUTURE OF CURATING
Across the culture at large, there is little doubt 
about the migration of media to the internet. More 
and more people are watching and interacting 
online, and digital space is seemingly limitless for 
the exhibition of just about anything. But many arts 
professionals don’t see the web as some para-
digm-shifting platform, as it’s often defined by the 
broader entertainment industry. 

Rhizome’s Lauren Cornell says that while there are 
lots of exciting new curatorial projects online, she 
currently sees more curators working “both online 
and offline,” using the web to complement physical 
exhibitions rather than as stand-alone programming. 
She points to Rhizome’s work with the New Museum, 
and to New York curator Hanne Mugaas, who orga-
nizes shows both online and in a small gallery space. “I 
don’t think everything is going to move online,” Cornell 
says. “I think we’re going to see curatorial models that 
move back and forth.”

Christiane Paul, adjunct 
curator of new media arts 
at the Whitney Museum 
of American Art, says, 
“I can’t think of one ex-
ample,” of a new curator 
emerging strictly from cy-
berspace. “I don’t ever see 
a specialization like ‘I only 
work online.’ I always see
it cross-feeding and overlapping.” For Paul, web-based 
curating still isn’t—and may never be—considered an 
established practice. “Curators may get recognition in 
the ’net-art community, but they’ll get zero attention 
from the art world at large,” she says, lamenting 
the fact that the conventional art world has yet to fully 
embrace web-based media or new developments in 
“networked art,” such as mobile and locative media. 

Christiane Paul, Adjunct Curator of New Media Arts 
at the Whitney Museum of American Art

Rhizome’s Lauren Cornell says that while there are 
lots of exciting new curatorial projects online, she 
currently sees more curators working “both online 
and offline,” using the web to complement physical 
exhibitions rather than as stand-alone programming.
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However, one can’t deny that the internet provides 
ease for those starting out; there are no movie 
projectors to maintain or rent to pay, to cite just 
one factor. As Christiane Paul suggests, the ex-
istence of new artistic modes inherently creates 
more “possibilities for curating,” in the sense that 
budding forms of media—say, an internet-based 
video project—require new forums in which to be 
displayed. Online art, by definition, comes with its 
own distribution network; however, the financial  
reality of curating online is that it is not a sustainable 
way to make a living. In an essay titled “Flexible 
Contexts, Democratic Filtering and Computer-
Aided Curating: Models for Online Curating,” Paul 
writes, “Relatively few museums have allocated  
a substantial budget for their online assets, [while] 
nonprofit and independent sites are often created 
and run by a team of devoted individuals who work 
for little or no pay.” 1 

Furthermore, Cornell argues that online curating 
is not necessarily cheaper. “People don’t under-
stand the real economics and labor that go into 
websites,” she says, “so people fund them way too 
little, or think they can be creative on nothing.” 
Cornell notes that there are few jobs specifically 
dedicated to web programming, and that an art 
institution’s internet exhibitions are often folded 
into the duties of an already existing curator. Ed 
Halter, who heralds London-based tank.tv as an 
example of solid web-based curating, nevertheless 
doesn’t see “someone busting out of the internet 
world.” He says, “I don’t think the bar of entry is 
incredibly high in a physical space, and I don’t think 
it’s that much easier online.”

The Walker Art Center’s film curator, Sheryl Mousley, 
says she still sees plenty of young people going 

1. “Flexible Contexts, Democratic Filtering and Computer-Aided Curating: Models For Online Curatorial Practice,” by Christiane Paul, in Curating Immateriality: 
The Work of the Curator in the Age of Network Systems, by Joasia Krysa, Autonomedia, May 1, 2006

2. Ibid.

through their internship program focused on a “dif-
ferent kind of future, not an institutional-based future. 
Rather than going through museums and festivals, the 
kids coming through now are excited about how to 
take all this knowledge into their own microcinemas or 
their own websites, accumulating art spaces within 
the framework of the internet.” She explains, “They 
don’t feel place is as essential.”

Similarly, Chi-hui Yang sees a future with more 
“micro-curatorial activities,” pointing to some-
thing like subscription-based DVD compilations 
as another future model. “It’s the equivalent of 
making a mix tape,” he explains.“It isn’t there yet 
on a technological level, but I think it will be.  
And I think that’s where things are heading as less 
and less gets delivered in a theater.” 

In Christiane Paul’s writing on curating and the 
web, she sees a more “collaborative process” evolv-
ing between curator, artist, audience, and institu-
tion. She writes, “the digital medium potentially 
allows for an increased public involvement in the 
curatorial process, a ‘public curation’ that promises 
to construct more ‘democratic’ and participatory 
forms of filtering.” 2  Paul points to the work of artist 
and writer Anne-Marie Schleiner, who identifies a 
difference between “past curators” and “future filter 
feeders,” where the former work in museums and 
galleries and have an art history education, while 
the latter don’t rely on a physical space and come 
from a background in pop culture criticism and 
technology. 3 

Whatever happens in the future, professionals in 
the field ultimately agree that curating is a labor 
of love first, and then, with lots of perseverance 
and luck, can evolve into a career. With well-paid 
programming jobs usually occupied by lifers, 
aspiring curators are left to fight amongst each 
other for less lucrative positions or to carve out an 
unforeseen niche. The effect of such a competitive 
situation, particularly for the next generation of 
curators, according to Ed Halter, has been to gen-
erate more DIY efforts. “A programming ‘career’ 
for a lot of people is more parallel to the economic 
patterns of being an artist than a professional,” 
he explains. “Doing it comes first, getting paid is 
secondary or in many cases negligible. If you’re 
doing programming and curating, you can’t let the 
full-time salary get in the way of it. There are other 

3. “Fluidities and Oppositions among Curators, Filter Feeders, and Future Artists,” by Anne-Marie Schleiner, in Intelligent Agent magazine, Vol. 3 No. 1, 2003

Similarly, Chi-hui Yang sees a future with 
more “micro-curatorial activities,” point-
ing to something like subscription-based 
DVD compilations as another future model. 
“It’s the equivalent of making a mix tape,” 
he explains.
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The following people were interviewed 
for this article in the fall of 2009: 

Christopher Allen, Executive 
Director, UnionDocs 

Ariella J. Ben-Dov, Artistic and 
Festival Director, Margaret Mead 
Film & Video Festival

Lauren Cornell, Executive Director, 
Rhizome

Elizabeth W. Easton, Cofounder and 
Director, Center for Curatorial Leadership

Kathy Geritz, Film Curator,  
Pacific Film Archives

Ed Halter, Co-Director, Light Industry

Sofía Hernández, Director, Tamayo 
Museum of Contemporary Art 

Mary Kerr, Executive Director, 
Flaherty Film Seminar

Maria Lind, Director, Center for 
Curatorial Studies at Bard

Leigh Markopoulos, Chair, Graduate 
Program in Curatorial Practice at 
California College of the Arts

Sheryl Mousley, Associate Curator 
Film / Video, Walker Art Center

Christiane Paul, Adjunct Curator 
New Media Arts,  Whitney Museum 
of  American Art

Mike Plante, Programmer, 
Sundance  Film Festival

Bérénice Reynaud, Co-Curator,  
REDCAT (the Roy and Edna Disney / 
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Rajendra Roy, Chief Film Curator,  
Museum of Modern Art

Andy Smith, Festival Director, Indie Grits

Chi-hui Yang, Festival Director, 
SanFrancisco International 
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azine, indieWIRE and 
The Utne Reader, as well 
as the editor of Steven 
Soderbergh: Interviews. 
He is a film instructor 
at The New School and 
New York University.

“the digital medium potentially allows 
for an increased public involvement in the 
curatorial process, a ‘public curation’ that 
promises to construct more ‘democratic’ 
and participatory forms of filtering.” 
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ways to make shit happen.” Halter admits, “I’ve 
never had a fulltime curatorial position.”

That reality, both empowering and debilitating, ap-
pears to define the current situation for budding arts 
professionals. On one hand, there have never been 
greater opportunities for curators to break into the 
field, whether through educational programs, big 
film events, microcinemas, or the internet, but in this 
period of economic instability, marked by changing 
financial and structural models for the consumption of 
film and media, there has never been a more forbid-
ding time to make a living at it.

Witness the case of Mike Plante, whose main job 
as director of programming at CineVegas was 
recently imperiled when economics forced the 
festival to go on hiatus. “You have to have the 
calmness to be poor while you do this,” he admits. 
“But you also get into this circumstance where 
you realize how simple the mechanics of it all is: 
calling a distributor and saying, ‘I want to show 
your film,’ or calling a filmmaker and saying, ‘I 
like your film, can I show it to people?’” For Plante, 
this process is ultimately just a natural outgrowth 
of something fundamental to many of us. “When 
you see something good,” he says, “you want to tell 
people about it.” 



050   

RISKS THAT REWARD: VICTORIA PLETTNER SAUNDERS

RISKS THAT REWARD: 



“There is no magic knowledge that will be bestowed upon you when you 
get the keys to the executive washroom.”
—Tyler Richard Hewes, executive director, Orchestra Nova

INTRODUCTION

What do we know about the practical experiences of first-time  
executive directors? What do they need to know or what tools do they 
need in their toolkit to help them thrive and better ensure success?

I’ve been thinking about these questions since 2009, when Daniel 
“Dewey” Schott and I conducted statewide research, funded by The 
James Irvine Foundation, on next-generation arts leadership. Our  
research included a survey of over 1,200 arts leaders in California 
and dozens of interviews with people in arts service organizations, as 
well as arts consultants and leadership and professional development 
program providers nationwide. In addition, we conducted ten focus 
groups throughout the state with young and new arts leaders to find 
out their joys, challenges, and needs.  

HOW TO THRIVE AS A FIRST-TIME EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR

By Victoria Plettner Saunders
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At one of the first groups we held, one of the participants identified himself as a new 
executive director who, at 27 years of age, was in his first year on the job. He commented, 
“There are many times when I don’t know what I’m doing, and it’s not okay for me to 
say that I don’t know what I’m doing.” 

I continued to think about this quote long after our research concluded and our report 
was submitted. The former first-time executive director in me identifies with what a 
lonely place it can be. The researcher in me wonders what others’ experiences are, and 
the consultant in me wonders what can be done to help. This essay is the culminating 
response to these questions. 

The research I conducted for this article was a combination of personal accounts 
through interviews and focus groups with six first-time executive directors; data from 
22 first-time executive directors who responded to a survey of NAMAC members; a 
review of topical literature; and interviews with several people who work with and/or 
provide appropriate first-time leadership development programs. I also drew on the 
unpublished research we gathered and analyzed for The James Irvine Foundation.

I defined first-time executive directors in this study as those who have never held the 
position before and have held it for less than five years. First-timers can be any age. 
While many are under 35, others are older, promoted from within or previously holding 
management positions in a different organization. I did not include founding executive 
directors because there are different sets of issues for those who start organizations 
and populate their own staffs and boards of directors than for those who are hired into an 
existing organization by an established board of directors with a predetermined staff. The 
research only included leaders of arts and culture organizations in the nonprofit sector.

Once I started my research, I found that there was very little information available about 
the experiences and needs of first-time executive directors in the nonprofit sector. There 
were studies such as Compass Point’s Daring to Lead (Bell, et al, 2006), which describes 
executive director turnover projections, the role of burnout in these projections, and 
the effect of low executive compensation on burnout. Ready to Lead: Next Generation 
Leaders Speak Out (Cornelius, et al, 2008) discusses the long hours and compromised 

personal lives 
that inhibit many 
emerging leaders 
from aspiring to the 
top rung. Yet the  
authors also provide 
hope by revealing 
that “despite the 
disincentives to be-
coming a nonprofit 

executive director, our survey revealed  a significant number of younger people who are 
willing, if not yet quite ready, to lead.” (Cornelius, et al, 2008, pp. 3-4) They note that 40 
percent of those who indicated that they aspire some day to be an executive director feel 
that are ready now or will be in the next five years. 

I found little research that describes the experiences of those who have taken the 
leadership leap in the nonprofit sector for the first time and what we might learn from their 
experiences that can assist future first-timers. It is my hope that this essay encourages 
more discussion in board rooms, on listservs, and among arts managers throughout the 
field as human resources decision-makers and potential executive directors consider  
all their options for organizational leadership—especially as a generation of media arts 
founders retire in the coming years and a new generation steps in.

We all assume that those who were leaders before us had 
some magic knowledge or preparation that made their 
transition successful. We assume that they took their posi-
tions knowing how to do everything they do today. While 
this is a nice fantasy, it simply isn’t true. 
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One of my interviewees said that his favorite book was 
Michael Kaiser’s The Art of the Turnaround, because  
Kaiser admitted that he didn’t always have all the  
answers. (He probably still doesn’t.) 

PREPARATION
A distinguishing factor in all of my interviews with first-time executive leaders was 
their perceived preparedness for the job. Issues related to this topic included:

knowing how to work with a board of directors; 

really understanding the differences between their role and the board’s role; 

how much authority they felt they had going into the job; 

how prepared they were to use that authority; 

knowing how to read, understand, or manage financial information and processes; 

how much they could really prepare in advance; and 

how and if they let on that they didn’t always know what they were doing.

We all assume that those who were leaders before us had some magic knowledge or 
preparation that made their transition successful. We see our role models as people 
who are going about their business running their organizations, and seemingly doing a 
good job of it. We assume that they took their positions knowing how to do everything 
they do today. While this is a nice fantasy, it simply isn’t true. 

In Thomas J. Neff and James M. Citrin’s book, You’re in Charge—Now What?, the 
authors look at for-profit business leaders, describing their experiences taking on  
the executive leadership of major national corporations. It may be helpful for those 
of you considering executive leadership to know that many of those who became 
CEOs of multi-million dollar businesses did not know everything they needed to 
know before taking the job. What they may have had was the luxury of time to prepare 
before receiving the keys to the executive washroom. Paul Pressler, the former chairman 
of Walt Disney Parks and Resorts, took the chief executive position with The Gap 
without any prior experience as a CEO. He also moved from theme parks and enter-
tainment to retail sales and fashion, two completely different industries. What he did 
was develop a style of straightforward communication and careful listening. “As a 
first-time CEO, Pressler did not pretend to be an expert at working with a board, and 
his disarming candor about being a neophyte was exactly the right approach. The 
board was thrilled at the prospect of starting a partnership based on mutual openness 
and respect.” (Neff & Citrin, p. 5)

One of my interviewees said that his favorite book was Michael Kaiser’s The Art 
of the Turnaround, because Kaiser admitted that he didn’t always have all the 
answers. (He probably still doesn’t.) Kaiser began as a corporate management 
consultant with a love of the arts. His first executive position in arts management 
was with the Kansas City Ballet. And while he had several celebrated turnarounds 
under his belt, his work at the Royal Opera House was less than stellar. The Daily 
Telegraph’s arts correspondent, Stephen Adams, reported: 

Michael Kaiser’s book The Art of the Turnaround lays down 10 rules that he says 
must be followed to achieve success. But Mr. Kaiser admitted he had only learned 
some of them through his failure to apply them at the start of his tenure in 
London. His two years running the Royal Opera House in Covent Garden from 
1998 to 2000 were characterised by bad press, technical problems and constant 
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Although both Daring to Lead and our Irvine Foundation 
study respondents indicated that hiring from within was 
far less prevalent than we thought, internal hires made 
up 55 percent of the first-time executive directors in the 
NAMAC survey. 

in-fighting…. “I learned that I do not have a thick skin,” he admitted. “I would go 
home and have a good cry. Then I would go sleep, get up in the morning and do 
it all over again.” He announced his resignation from the post in June 2000, citing 
personal reasons, although a dispute with the board was believed to be one of 
the reasons for his departure. He is now president of the Kennedy Centre for the 
performing arts [sic] in Washington, D.C. (Adams, 2008).

The Royal Opera position wasn’t Kaiser’s first job as the head of a major cultural insti-
tution, providing proof that even previous experience in the corner office can’t promise  
an easy go of it; furthermore, his perceived failure in one organization did not hinder 
his ability to achieve other directorships. Even successful directors have difficulties. 

In our research for The James Irvine Foundation, Dewey and I learned that more 
than half of those surveyed who are interested in taking on greater leadership in an 
organization feel they need more training and/or more experience before they will 
be ready to lead. This corroborates the previously cited Ready to Lead findings and 
causes me to wonder if there really is such a thing as being prepared for your first 
job as an executive director. In addition, how might we define what constitutes being 
“prepared”? Our first inclination is to assume that preparation is about training  

or experience. Let’s look 
at this angle first and 
then consider a different 
perspective. 

At one time, there were 
no programs for nonprofit 
administration, and  
everyone who took a job 
for the first time was  

essentially untrained. Today, there are far more opportunities to take classes, workshops, 
or seminars. Future leaders might be “groomed” in preparation for a leadership 
transition within an organization. 

Although both Daring to Lead and our Irvine Foundation study respondents indicated that 
hiring from within was far less prevalent than we thought, internal hires made up 55 percent 
of the first-time executive directors in the NAMAC survey. An internally hired candidate, 
however, isn’t always someone who has been groomed to take over that specific position. 
Either way, the experiences of those with whom I talked indicated that some wished 
they’d had more training before taking the job, and others who were trained felt that 
experience became the best teacher of all. 

Paloma Patterson, executive director of Malashock Dance, was both an internal hire (she 
started as the education director) and the recipient of a Master’s degree in nonprofit 
management. But she stated clearly in our interview that there was a distinct difference 
between theory and practice. All of the class projects she had been assigned—involving 
creating strategic plans or other such simulation activities—as well as her class discussions 
about board relations and donor development, ultimately had little connection with the 
actual practice of these activities in the organizational setting. She noted that she was 
not groomed for the position; she applied for it after much consideration. She never 
aspired to be an executive director but felt a desire to advance the organization in which 
she had already made a significant professional investment. 

Gabriel Wardell, in his fourth year as executive director of Atlanta Film Festival 365, said 
that in the last three years he had taken many courses at his local nonprofit management 
support center and always came away with new knowledge. However, he firmly believes, 
“It’s a combination of experience and then knowledge. I think that taking a course in 
executive directorships wouldn’t have helped without the experience first.” Both he and 
Patterson feel that having a context for learning is essential. Patterson did acknowledge 
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Generally speaking, the needs of most first-time executive 
directors are not all that different from each other. 

that the advantage of the Master’s degree was the confidence it gave her to take on the 
job and the ability to know how to ask questions or figure things out better than if she 
not had the training. It’s also possible that her Master’s degree in nonprofit management 
gave her a leg up on candidates without this specific credential. 

Tyler Richard Hewes at Orchestra Nova moved from production manager, in which 
his daily interactions were with musicians and stagehands, to executive director, where 
he is interacting with donors and board members and negotiating musicians’ union 
contracts. No longer managing load-in and touring schedules, he’s pouring over 
financial statements and managing a small staff. He did not have previous training 
and had not taken any workshops prior to his first day on the job. He envies those like 
Patterson who have participated in Masters’ programs. Entering his third year on the 
job now, he has learned by doing, by reading a lot of books, taking every workshop he 
could, and finding a group of mentors who have helped him along the way. 

Autumn Labbe-Renault has been the executive director at Davis Media Access since 
2006. Hired from within, she offered that even though one may have worked in a 
nonprofit before, it doesn’t mean that he or she knows the real “ins and outs” of how 
a nonprofit works. She said, “I knew business and education but not nonprofit  
management. Things like bylaws and yearly financial reports, how the board works, 
and what the expectations are, were all unclear. Just because I’d worked in a non-
profit before didn’t mean I knew any of those things.” 

ED 101
This is not news to Michelle Gislason, senior project manager at CompassPoint Nonprofit 
Services and Diane Franklin, Ph.D., principal consultant at Impact Collaborative.  
Both have developed workshops that provide training for first-time executive directors. 

Franklin offers Getting Started: Survival Skills for First-Time Executive Directors, 
a workshop in which she addresses key areas such as time management, the role of the 
board versus the role of the staff, financial issues, and even “the loneliness of the CEO.” 
She has also conducted Executive Growth Groups, peer coaching circles in which 
new executive leaders can talk about their experiences with others in similar situations. 
She commented that through these groups she’s seen “a difference in the growth of 
confidence and knowledge for those who participated.”

Gislason started CompassPoint’s Executive Director 101: Management Training for New 
Nonprofit Executive Directors series with consultant and colleague Michael Warr, a former 
first-time executive director of a cultural organization who was interested in helping 
people through the lessons he learned. In their workshop, Warr presented stories about 
some of the challenges he faced as a new executive director, and Gislason built on Warr’s 
experience by sharing information with participants about how one could overcome 
those challenges. Today the course is a regular on the CompassPoint calendar. It is a 
three-day program with an executive-level curriculum of management practices that pro-
vides instruction and skills-building exercises for newly promoted executive directors. 

I asked Gislason if there were any challenges for arts administrators that were different 
from challenges faced by other nonprofit administrators. She noted that many arts 
administrators come to the work primarily with an artistic background or a passion for 
the arts but tend to lack management skills such as financial management, fundrais-
ing, and board development. CompassPoint’s ED 101 program focuses on these topics 
in addition to helping participants learn how to understand their leadership styles, 
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Skye Christensen, Interim Managing Director, 
Ninth Street Independent Film Center

Paloma Patterson, Executive 
Director, Malashock Dance 

Donald Harrison,  Executive Director,  
Ann Arbor Film Festival

INTERVIEWEES

develop professional networks to help stave off the loneliness, and understand one’s 
own role and its relationship to the board’s role. 

As I talked to focus group participants and interviewees, I found that the issues they 
identified as most vexing are the same ones that the ED 101 programs address. Generally 
speaking, the needs of most first-time executive directors are not all that different 
from each other. Each one has a varying degree of understanding of what makes 
an organization succeed and how to do the job, but the stories of their first year on 
the job are filled with tales of learning how to work with their boards, how to man-
age their staff, and how to manage their time. I will add that these learning curves 
don’t always end when you move on to future executive director positions. 
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Diane Franklin, Principal, 
Impact Collaborative

Gabriel Wardell, Executive Director,  
Atlanta Film Festival 365

Autumn Labbe-Renault, Executive Director,  
David Media Access

Tyler Richard Hewes, Executive Director,   
Orchestra Nova

Michelle Gislason, Senior Project 
Manager, CompassPoint 
Nonprofit Services

ALSO INTERVIEWED

To complicate matters, everyone with whom I spoke agreed that most young first-
time executive directors start in highly challenged organizational situations.  
To paraphrase one interviewee, the board of directors of well-managed, financially 
stable, and highly regarded cultural institutions would never make a 26-year-old 
novice the executive director; they would hire someone with enough experience 
to ensure that the organization won’t lose its solid footing. But a struggling arts 
organization with a lesser reputation and without the resources to pay a more 
competitive wage will likely take a chance on an inexperienced candidate who is 
willing to accept the lower salary in exchange for the chance to move up the  
ladder. One focus group’s participants observed that someone with more experience 
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Namac’s survey of first-time 
executive directors asked 
participants what they would do 
differently today to prepare for  
a new leadership position.  
Respondents said they would: 

get more background on finan-
cial management and oversight;

develop board-related commit-
tee groups earlier;

“direct people in a motion that 
I set instead of moving in a 
direction myself and expecting 
all to follow”;

“read nonprofit leadership  
books much sooner than I did—
especially related to integrated 
fundraising and budgetary 
management”;

“make sure I have a trusted 
group of advisors sooner, plus 
experienced mentors who 
understand the political issues, 
both internal and external”;

get more support on best  
practices for employee  
management; and

connect very personally with 
artists, over the phone or over 
coffee (rather than via email), 
and listen to their ideas and 
thoughts about the direction 
of the organization. “I went 
directly to other EDs, funders, 
partners, etc. but took my time 
meeting with artists. Artists 
are the core of our work and 
their input and engagement is 
essential to our success.”

Watkins goes on to observe that the practice of basing 
your leadership in the new position on previous expe-
riences is a mistake, suggesting instead that you must 
gain a deep understanding of the situation at hand and 
adapt to that reality. 

might also know the questions to ask before taking the job—and choose to opt out 
of a potentially disastrous situation. 

My own first executive director experience might never have happened if I had 
known how to ask the right questions. I saw the organization’s financial statements 
but didn’t know that they did not explain a large debt to the IRS. Within three 
months I had closed down a dance studio and moved the administrative office into 
my one-bedroom apartment to stop the financial hemorrhaging. We solved the  
debt problems within my first 18 months, but I left before my two-year anniversary 
following an illness brought on by unrelenting work-related stress. 

One interviewee with whom I spoke took the job because he was assured by the board 
that they would provide him with mentoring and tools to help him through his first 
year. However, the “life preserver” they promised never materialized, and he spent the 
first year learning as he went. 

At one point he stopped expecting help to find him and instead accepted his reality 
and learned to say “let me find out.” He also admits that he thinks it was “just  
good luck that I didn’t do anything egregious.” Today he feels much more confident 
about his ability to run the organization, thanks in part to his persistent efforts  
to learn both from experience and professional development opportunities. 

If being groomed from within in advance of the promotion is not possible, and you 
aspire to be an executive director in the future, how can you prepare yourself? While 
it is clear that training programs for first-timers—once they are in the job—provide 
needed tools for their toolkit, I was unable to identify any existing workshops for 
those who are thinking about taking a step up in the future. I see a need for workshops 
that help aspiring directors prepare by teaching them what questions they should 
ask, what they should know about the organization before saying yes to the hiring 
committee, and how to approach the first few months at the helm. For many, ED 101 
comes only after you’ve been in the organization for a while, and some of that knowl-
edge could have been helpful on day one. 

One interviewee reported a conversation with a colleague in which they agreed that 
they didn’t know what questions an experienced executive director would have asked 
the hiring committee before taking the job. He added, “And if we did, we probably 
wouldn’t have taken the job.” 

EXECUTIVE PREP, THE CORPORATE WAY
Michael Watkins, in his article “Transforming Leaders: Picking the Right Transition 
Strategy,” writes, “Leaders in transition reflexively rely on the skills and strategies that 
worked for them in the past; after all, their previous successes are what propelled them 
to the new opportunity.” As a first-time executive director, however, your leadership 
instincts are most likely based on the skills and strategies you developed in middle–
management, which may not inform those needed for the executive directorship. 

Watkins goes on to observe that the practice of basing your leadership in the new 
position on previous experiences is a mistake, suggesting instead that you must gain a 
deep understanding of the situation at hand and adapt to that reality 1. 
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One interviewee with whom I spoke took the job because he was 
assured by the board that they would provide him with mentoring 
and tools to help him through his first year. However, the “life pre-
server” they promised never materialized, and he spent the first 
year learning as he went. 

This leads to another perspective on preparedness, one to which Neff and Citrin (2005) 
give significant space in their discussion of how future CEOs prepare for their transition 
to the top. I spoke earlier of the luxury of time to prepare for a new position that many 
for-profit leaders enjoy. Neff and Citrin describe in detail several examples of how 
corporate leaders took six weeks or more between jobs to focus specifically on fact-finding, 
prioritizing, and agenda-setting for their new post. To do this they interviewed staff, 
board members, customers, and others to get the lay of the land and to understand the 
challenges and opportunities they could face when they actually took the reins. They 
immersed themselves in financial statements and other corporate documents, asking 
questions and identifying how they would take their first steps. While Neff and Citrin 
outline an eight-point process for making the best of this transition time, none of the 
people with whom I spoke had time to research every angle of the organization, let 
alone have time between positions to create an agenda for the first one hundred days. 

That said, it’s still an idea that is well worth considering for the nonprofit sector. In 
their article “The Nonprofit ED’s First 100 Days,” Oliver Tessier and Ruth McCambridge 
outline how a new nonprofit executive might approach the first three months on  
the job. They suggest first getting a clear picture of the financial situation and 
then spending your first few days listening and learning. They advocate for being 
patient and flexible, communicative and responsive. They provide a list of Eleven 
Questions for a New Leader that offers insightful queries you might not otherwise 
consider, helping you start on a stronger foot. They also remind us that “no matter 
how much information you gather before hand, you’ll likely find surprises that test 
your mettle in unexpected ways.” (p. 40) 

ROLE MODELS AND MENTORS

“The first year for most people is really trial by fire. After the first year I realized that I 
should have had a mentor. Looking back, there are things that I realize I should have 
done. It would have been great to have had that handbook that says: Week one, make 
sure you have a mentor. Insist on it. Find it. Make it happen. Maybe have several.” 

—Donald Harrison, executive  director, Ann Arbor Film Festival

Almost all of those with whom I spoke talked about the important role that a mentor 
played for them in their first experiences. Patterson was able to draw on her former 
professors and faculty members for advice and guidance. She even hired one of them 
to consult with the organization on board development when she realized that this was 
a critical need for the company and an area of weakness for her. 

For interviewees participating in an executive peer coaching program like NAMAC’s Peer 
Coaching TeleCircles, support from peers can help when a mentor isn’t available. Both 
Labbe-Renault and Harrison offered that they’d been in the program and found it very 
helpful. Peer coaching is a great tool both for advice and for peer support, reducing the 
feelings of isolation or burnout that often come with being in charge. One interviewee noted 
that early on that he thought he was “supposed to take care of everything.” He learned 
otherwise, and he learned to say, “Hey I don’t know this yet, let’s figure it out.” When he got 
together with his peers, he found out their lives were very similar, which was “very helpful.” 
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Getting to know your leadership style is another 
part of your learning curve and often one of the 
more challenging efforts you’ll undertake. 

Labbe-Renault talked of the differences she felt with her relationship to the 
community. In a small town, she found that people would stop her in the supermarket  
to make comments or ask questions. “My status in the community changed, and 
I was all of a sudden more important,” she observed. “Before, you were well 
known, but people didn’t have the same attachment to you as they do now.”  

He agrees with others who had shared that isolation is a major challenge in the first year. 

Hewes cited a number of executives in his local arts community with whom he 
seeks counsel on an ongoing basis. He stated that these are people of whom he feels 
comfortable asking “dumb questions.” He also indicated that sometimes role models 
are good not just for helping you know how it “should” be done, but for providing  
an alternative view that can be used to practice discernment. He says that he 

doesn’t always use their advice, 
but it helps him learn what  
his leadership or management 
style is by comparison. 

Skye Christensen, managing  
director of Ninth Street  

Independent Film Center, remarked at “how lucky I was” to have a mentor in the 
executive director she replaced. He repositioned himself on the board of directors  
and was able to mentor her in her first year. Having a mentor in the previous executive  
director can have both pluses and minuses. On the plus side, you can turn to someone 
with institutional memory at times when understanding what came before is helpful  
for taking next steps. On the minus side, it might be more challenging to develop 
your own leadership style and autonomy if you feel you need to “please” your 
predecessor. When asked about how this dynamic played out for her, Christensen 
observed, “All around it was a good experience. Just the fact that he had been in  
the exact role [was helpful].” While she recommended having someone who had been 
on staff being available to be a mentor, she also noted that the success of this kind  
of relationship can be highly individual. 

One oft-used executive leadership transition strategy involves enabling the new 
executive director to continue working with the former executive director in either 
a mentorship or consultative capacity. While this isn’t always possible or desirable, 
creating a transition plan that incorporates working with the former executive  
director might help make a smoother transition. Some of the advantages of an 
ongoing relationship include organizational continuity, the sharing of experience 
and knowledge from former staff to new staff, and even the possibility of introductory 
meetings with important funders to ensure their confidence in the transition. If 
you are the new executive director, you might also find drawbacks, such as the inability 
to establish your own leadership style or the inability of the former director to “let 
go.” It is important that the former director be able to differentiate between being 
your mentor and being your boss. 2

QUESTIONS OF STYLE AND IDENTITY
Getting to know your leadership style is another part of your learning curve and 
often one of the more challenging efforts you’ll undertake. 

For this reason there are numerous leadership style assessment quizzes available 
online. Such assessment is a key element of many leadership training programs 
including CompassPoint’s ED101 and NAMAC’s Leadership Institute.
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The why questions help you dig deeper into the 
organizational culture, which can lead to making 
needed changes or setting new direction. 

It often takes years for someone to really learn and align with a personal style of 
leadership. We discussed this topic at length in one of the focus groups, and found 
that in addition to identifying a leadership style, an issue often overlooked is the 
change to one’s personal and professional identities when taking on that first executive 
position. This is a combination of knowing how to go about your own leadership and
management business, 
how you perceive of 
yourself, and the image 
you want to project 
to others. Being the 
executive director of a 
cultural organization 
can put you in the limelight in new ways. You’re now the one who welcomes everyone 
to the annual gala or performs the curtain speech on opening night. Harrison noted 
that as the face of his nonprofit, he started to take a new look at how he was dressing. He 
asked himself, what is my style, and do I care if I don’t reflect the organization? Another 
interviewee acknowledged, “I own suits now, and I never owned suits.” 

Labbe-Renault talked of the differences she felt with her relationship to the commu-
nity. In a small town, she found that people would stop her in the supermarket to make 
comments or ask questions. “My status in the community changed, and I was all of 
a sudden more important,” she observed. “Before, you were well known, but people 
didn’t have the same attachment to you as they do now.” 

Christensen was younger than her colleagues and wanted to be taken seriously. She 
said that early on she was nervous, adding, “It’s hard to project confidence when you’re 
nervous.” How she dressed helped instill greater confidence at times when she needed 
it most. While one can be confident in the job, social confidence can be more compli-
cated. Several of the interviewees talked about the role of one’s professional wardrobe 
in shaping an identity and strengthening confidence. 

We shouldn’t underestimate the power of a new position to throw light on questions 
of identity. Some of it is internal, but some of it can be driven by external percep-
tions as well. Christensen and Patterson both had concerns about either being or 
appearing younger and wanting to be taken seriously. If you are moving up within 
your organization, you are not only having this internal conversation, you might 
also be experiencing external changes in the perceptions of your staff members. 
Most likely your previous relationships were peer-to-peer. Now you are supervisor-
to-report. Managing this internal/external shift in relationships can be difficult. In 
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In my discussions with new executive directors, I heard them say that 
working with a board for the first time does raise issues of knowing the ap-
propriate boundaries, fully accepting and implementing newly acquired 
leadership responsibility, and each party knowing its role. 

our survey of arts administrators for The James Irvine Foundation, we found that 
a very small percentage of the respondents indicated one of the things that would 
stop them from taking on greater leadership responsibility is that it “would require 
changing my relationship with my peers.”

INTERNAL VS. EXTERNAL HIRES 
Earlier I noted that Patterson, Christensen, and Labbe-Renault were internal hires. 
As each of them would attest, knowing the organization from a support staff 
position and knowing how to lead and manage it are different things. There are 
advantages and disadvantages to being either an internal or an external hire.  
Also referred to as “insider” or “outsider,” each comes with its own pros and cons. 

If you are an insider you may know the staff and the politics, but could also have 
more trouble making change happen as people see you in a different role.  
Patterson sometimes felt the discomfort of managing a staff person who had for-
merly been her peer. 

There may also be resentment from some about your promotion. Neff and Citrin (p. 60) 
identify several ways to help “neutralize resentment” which includes asking former 
colleagues straightforward questions such as: 

What should I be thinking about that I wasn’t thinking about when I was in my 
previous position?

What should I know that I might not have known before?

What’s on your mind?

What would you like the new executive director to be doing?

Asking these questions can help you forge new relationships with former colleagues 
while providing additional insight into the organization’s needs.

Board members may also have a hard time seeing you holding greater authority.  
Furthermore, as an internal hire you may have a harder time seeing the organization 
and its needs objectively, continuing old behaviors that may need adjustments in  
order to further growth. An external hire has the ability to see things from an outsider’s 
perspective and may have a better chance of making change. Wardell noted that as 
an outsider he identified several areas of the organization’s operations that had become 
victim to “always having done it that way.” He also warns that it isn’t always easy to 
make needed change even if you’re from the outside. 

As an external hire you can ask “dumb” questions which can be used to gather 
more information. In addition, as an outsider you may be more likely to ask why 
questions; as in, “Why has the organization always outsourced its marketing?”  
The why questions help you dig deeper into the organizational culture, which can 
lead to making needed changes or setting new direction. (Neff and Citrin, p. 43)  
Ultimately, internal and external hires each have their own challenges and oppor-
tunities. The real test is your ability as a new hire to set an agenda that is forged  
in part through a period of listening and learning about the organization in the 
most effective way for you.
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BOARD RELATIONS
Any conversation about becoming a new executive director would be incomplete 
without a look at the nature of the relationship between the board of directors and  
the new executive director. Let’s be honest, even the most seasoned executive directors 
can have difficulty navigating this relationship. Several of my dialogues with first-timers  
were dominated by illustrations of this concern. Like many first-timers, Patterson 
identified this as one of her weaknesses and brought in a consultant to assist her.  
The consultant, a former professor, is helping her not only develop the board, but also 
coaching her on how to productively manage her relationship with them. 

Gislason and Franklin both devote significant time in their executive director training 
programs to board issues. CompassPoint holds retreats for executive directors and their 
board chairs at which they talk about mutual expectations. These can be very enlightening; 
they are opportunities for honest communication about what the executive director 
thinks the board wants, and what the board really does want from the executive director.  
Often, the lack of alignment between these expectations is the cause of executive 
director turnover in organizations. Gislason found that many requests for executive 
coaching come from board chairs who want their new executive director to be coached. 
Many times the board feels that the new executive director should step into his or her 
authority more and own the position. Similarly, new executive directors want to be able 
to do this, and to know that they aren’t overstepping their boundaries. 

In my discussions with new executive directors, I heard them say that working with a 
board for the first time does raise issues of knowing the appropriate boundaries, fully 
accepting and implementing newly acquired leadership responsibility, and each party 
knowing its role. Furthermore, board members who were used to working with a different 
executive leadership style may have difficulty transitioning to a new style—one that you 
may be trying on for the first time. Questions that arose for my interviewees included: 

When the board has just hired you, how do you implement your vision if you find 
that it differs from theirs? 

How much do you push for change? 

What can you change alone, and what does the board need to approve? 

There is no silver bullet for knowing how to manage this. It is one of the most 
complicated aspects of nonprofit management. (Even Michael Kaiser had board 
trouble.) Many choose not to take the top job because it means spending significant 
time on board management. One person, when asked if he would consider taking 
another executive director position in the future, said, “It totally depends. The  
circumstances would have to be different.” He went on to talk about how a model 
could be created that didn’t require a board of directors. 

FINAL THOUGHTS
I recently heard actress Hilary Swank say in an interview that she knew she wanted 
a role when reading the script “scared her.” Trying anything new and challenging 
can be scary or pose some kind of risk: risk of failure, risk of being or doing something 
wrong, risk of stepping outside your comfort zone, or risk of not knowing what to do 
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at all. Each of the first-time executive directors with whom I spoke had some sense 
of uncertainty about their acceptance of the job. I heard several comments from first-
timers who felt the risk of holding the entire organization’s fate on their shoulders; 
one observed that “screwing up your own life is one thing, but screwing up other 
people’s is a heavy burden to bear.”

The fears of risk and screwing it up are very human responses to something new and 
challenging, but I truly believe that there are rewards for taking on the challenge of 
leading a nonprofit arts and culture organization. Swank knew to reframe her fear 
and accept a challenging role. A colleague of mine once referred to that flurry of butterflies 
we both felt going into a challenging interview with a potential client as the reminder 
that “something good was about to happen.” So how do you feel the fear and do it 
anyway? How do you reframe the challenges into opportunities for a new adventure? 
There are a few things I learned about thriving as a first-timer through my inter-
views and research for this essay. 

First, when you come right down to it, every new director is different, as is every 
organization that hires him or her. Much of what I’ve learned through my conversations 
with first-time executive directors, reading “the experts,” and talking with leadership 
development consultants is that while these differences exist, there are also  
commonalities in the overall experience that can be shared. Finding people with 
whom you can share the challenges, excitement, gains in self-knowledge, and  
successes can be immensely affirming as well as educational. 

Second, you can gain a sense of control over the unknown by finding a means to 
organize your approach, such as:

creating an agenda for the first 100 days;

preparing through a process of deep inquiry;

gathering your internal and/or external support systems;

reading up on the latest leadership bestsellers;

signing up for Executive Directors Bootcamp; or 

identifying a mentor. 

Third, always remember that in your lifetime you have had and will continue to have 
many “first 100 days” and many first-time experiences. 

Fourth, enjoy getting to know your personal leadership style. This is a great opportunity 
for self-reflection and change that you can carry with you throughout your career. 

Fifth, look upon your new board of directors as supporters of the mission and goals of the 
organization and your allies in the productive and effective achievement of those ends. 
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In our research for The James Irvine Foundation we asked people what appealed 
to them about taking on greater leadership responsibility. Sixty-four percent 
strongly agreed that “the opportunity to have a greater impact” appealed to them. 
In the end, choosing a career in the nonprofit arena is about mission-driven work 
that has an impact on the public beyond the bottom line. As a new executive director 
you are in charge of leading that effort in partnership with your board and staff. 
The beautiful reward comes when you watch the curtain go up with a full house, 
the smile on a student’s face when she learns a new dance step, or the crowd of 
people gathered on the opening night of a film festival you are leading for the first 
time. I guarantee when that moment happens, you’ll wonder why you didn’t take 
that executive directorship a lot sooner. 

HERE ARE A FEW MORE TIPS STRAIGHT FROM YOUR 
FIRST-TIMER COLLEAGUES TO HELP YOU OUT:
Work early to develop a good relationship with your board. 

Trust your instincts. 

Find a mentor. Maybe, find several.

Have the confidence to ask for help when you need it. Be able to say early on,  
“I don’t know, but I’m willing to figure it out.”

Work to reduce isolation by reaching out to other executive directors in your  
community, joining peer coaching circles, or other means of social networking.

Take time in the first year to work on building relationships and defining roles.  
Develop strategic plans in year two.

Don’t feel pressured to make change right away.

Allow yourself time to develop.

Be ready to listen and learn. 

Identify ways to seek work/life balance, and make it a priority. 

Make the time for professional development.

Be willing to say “I’m sorry” and “thank you” a lot. 
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1. Methods that may be helpful for developing this 
insight in your work as a new executive director 
are found in the cited article by Watkins and refer-
enced at the end of this essay.

2.  There are several examples of leadership 
transitions that involved this type of continued 
relationship in Deborah Ott’s About Face: A Guide to 
Founder Transition.
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OMNI-DIRECTIONAL MENTORSHIP:
By Edward P. Clapp
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SETTING THE SCENE FOR A NEW APPROACH 
TO ARTS LEADERSHIP

Average human life expectancy is longer now than it ever has been 
before. As a result, like many other industries, the arts sector is  
experiencing a unique moment in history wherein four age cohorts 
are acting together in the  workplace. The conflicts that arise when 
the diverse  generational perspectives of the Silent Generation 
(born 1925–1945), the Baby Boomers (born 1946–1964), Gen X (born 
1965–1979), and the Millennials (born 1980–1999) combine has been 
a popular topic in recent management and leadership literature.  
In the nonprofit arts sector, these issues are made increasingly more 
complex as our industry struggles to respond to shifting public  
attitudes towards the arts,  increased globalization, and the influence  
of digital technology on arts making and understanding.

EXPLORING A NEW APPROACH TO 

INTER-GENERATIONAL KNOWLEDGE-SHARING 

IN ARTS PRACTICE AND ADMINISTRATION 

OMNI-DIRECTIONAL MENTORSHIP:
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But generational differences and the challenges of a 
plugged-in, globalized world are not necessarily bad 
things. By applying a new approach to mentorship 
and embracing diverse generational perspectives 
we can transform the arts sector into a teaching and 
learning network designed to capitalize on the  
challenges we face today.

This essay outlines the concept of “omni-directional 
mentorship”: a constant passing of knowledge 
from one individual to the next both within and 
across age cohorts for the purpose of raising  
the capacity of all participants in the field at every 
level. This new approach to mentorship may be 
considered omni-directional because it accounts 
for top-down and bottom-up mentorship—as well 
as mentorship between colleagues acting at lateral 
levels of practice. 

ADDRESSING ADAPTIVE 
CHALLENGES TO THE ARTS
At this moment in the arts and cultural sector’s 
evolution we are not only challenged by a major 
generational shift in leadership, we are also faced 
with redefining the arts as a relevant and primary 
element of contemporary culture. 3 

Museums and performing arts institutions are 
experiencing dwindling attendance and decreased 
advance ticket sales as their long-established  
clientele either evaporates into old age or succumbs 
to mortality. At the same time these organizations 
are struggling to capture the attention of younger 
generations who are less prone to be customary 
“sit and listen” audiences, and more interested in 
being active cultural participants “co-creating” 
their experiences. 4 We live in a time when both 
seasoned professionals and aspiring young artists 
(many wielding expensive MFAs) find themselves 
struggling to compete against clever amateurs 
capturing the eyes and ears of virtual audiences. In 
our digital remix world, all artists—especially those 
working with digital media—are pressed to redefine 
the meaning of “authorship” as the rules governing 
intellectual property rights get fuzzier and fuzzier.

Omni-directional mentor-
ship is an approach to 
professional arts practice 
designed to promote an 
exchange of knowledge 
and expertise both within 
and across generational 
age cohorts. Whereas many 
leadership models place 
an emphasis on managing 
different generations in 
the workplace, omni-direc-
tional mentorship attunes 
arts professionals to learn 
from a diverse array of 
generational perspectives. 
The omni-directional 
mentorship framework 
is composed of three key 
elements:

Top-down mentorship. Tra-
ditional top-down mentor-
ship occurs when a senior 
arts practitioner provides 
industry and/or genera-
tion-specific counsel and 
support for a  
junior arts professional.

Mentoring up. When 
mentoring up, a junior 
arts professional shares 
her generation-specific 
cultural knowledge and 
expertise with a senior  
arts professional.

Lateral mentorship. 
Lateral mentorship takes 
place when individuals 
operating at comparable 
levels of practice exchange 
knowledge and expertise 
specific to the different  
contexts they work in, and 
the unique worldviews 
from which they operate.

This new approach to mentorship may be considered 
omni-directional because it accounts for top-down and 
bottom-up mentorship—as well as mentorship between  
colleagues acting at lateral levels of practice. 

OMNI-DIRECTIONAL 
MENTORSHIP 
IN A NUTSHELL: 
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Arts education is not immune to the challenges 
of our times either. As students become more 
technologically sophisticated they are finding new 
ways to exercise their creativity through media 
that is becoming further and further removed from 
the core arts disciplines (music, theatre, dance, 
and visual art) traditionally offered by schools 
and community arts programs. 5 In an era of high 
stakes testing, what arts will be taught, who will 
teach them, and how we will assess arts teaching 
and learning are all major questions considered by 
school boards and after school programs—that is,  
if the arts are considered at all. 

Clearly, how we make, teach, experience, and fund 
the arts are in flux. Public leadership theorist Ron 
Heifetz refers to such exhibitions of disequilibrium 
as “adaptive challenges.” 6 According to Heifetz,  
an adaptive challenge “is a particular type of problem 
where the gap [between current circumstances  
and the challenges to those circumstances] cannot 
be closed by the application of current technical 
know-how or routine behavior” (Heifetz, 1994, p. 35). 
The issues we are now faced with in the arts sector 
can best be understood as such challenges. In order 
to address these challenges, arts leaders must think 
differently about their approach to practice, rather 
than rely on the expertise they’ve traditionally used 
to address past problems in their work.

Due to the complexities of these challenges and the 
conceptual change that will be required to properly 
address them, neither the traditions of our senior arts 
managers nor the innovative spirit of our most wily 
young professionals can steer the field into the future 
without dialogue across generational platforms. 

LEARNING FROM YOUNG 
LEADERS
Recent titles such as Kunreuther, Kim, and 
Rodriguez’s Working Across Generations: Defining 
the Future of Nonprofit Leadership (2009) and 
Brinckerhoff’s Generations: The Challenge of a 
Lifetime for Your Nonprofit (2007) address issues 
of generational transitions of leadership as they 
pertain to the nonprofit sector most broadly.  
However, these texts (and many others like them) 
are neither arts-specific, nor are they written from 
the perspectives of young professionals. 7

Recognizing the need to develop a more descriptive 
image of tomorrow’s arts leaders, my colleagues 
Ann Gregg (Carnegie Hall), Nancy Kleaver (Dream-
Yard Project), and I recently engaged in a pilot 
study geared towards identifying the career and 

In our digital remix world, all artists—especially 
those working with digital media—are pressed 
to redefine the meaning of “authorship” as the 
rules governing intellectual property rights get 
fuzzier and fuzzier.

workplace interests of young arts professionals 
(arts and arts education practitioners ages 20-35). 
Though our study revealed a series of four significant 
findings, our most pronounced discovery was 
young arts professionals’ expressed need for a new 
approach to mentorship. 8

The findings from this exploratory study suggest 
that tomorrow’s arts leaders seek professional 
relationships that are more complex than the tra-
ditional top-down mentor-mentee exchange that 
comes to mind when the word mentorship is used. 
Synthesizing the interests of our participants, 
my colleagues and I identified the necessity for 
tomorrow’s arts leaders to engage in what we call 
omni-directional mentorship. 

WHAT IS A “MENTOR?”
To understand the meaning of the word mentor in 
contemporary speech, we must look not to the char-
ismatic career coaches and flashy business texts of 
our times, but instead to Ancient Greece. In Homer’s 
Odyssey, Western culture is first introduced to Men-
tor, a mortal living on the island of Ithaca around the 
twelfth century B.C. As the story goes, Odysseus, ruler 
of Ithaca, ventured from his island home to fight in 
the Trojan War. 9 Before leaving, Odysseus asked his 
friend Mentor to watch over his household and infant 
son, Telemachus. Ten years passed and the Trojan War 
came to an end. Troy had fallen and the victorious 
Odysseus and his men were at long last headed home. 
Despite the war being won, a sour relationship with 
the god Poseidon, a run-in with a less than friendly 
Cyclops, and years of sexual servitude to the nymph 
Calypso had kept the king of Ithaca from arriving 
home for an additional decade. As a result, rumors of 
Odysseus’s death emerged and several suitors began 

to express their interest in the king’s wife, Penelope—as 
well as his throne. Now a twenty year-old man, Telema-
chus had grown eager to know the truth of his father’s 
fate. Having a soft spot for Odysseus and his kingdom, 
the goddess Athena disguised herself as Mentor and 
counseled Telemachus to venture out in search of 
news of his father. Athena’s guidance of Telemachus 
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Figure 1. 
 

Traditional top-down mentorship: A senior manager shares 
her knowledge and expertise with junior colleague.

ultimately reunited father and son—and later helped 
preserve Odysseus’s reign over Ithaca.

Over three millennia later, whenever we utilize the 
word mentor we are making a reference to the coun-
seling of the young Telemachus by Athena disguised 
as the wizened Mentor. Based on the exchange 
between these characters from Greek mythology, our 
contemporary understanding of mentorship evokes 
images of a professional relationship between an ex-
perienced, oftentimes older individual and a younger 
novice seeking advice or wisdom. In this relation-
ship, the seasoned professional is a mentor, whereas 
the novice seeking counsel is a protégé, apprentice, 
or more commonly, a mentee.

TOP-DOWN MENTORSHIP
The guidance of Telemachus by Mentor is what we 
call “top-down mentorship.” While these figures from 
Greek mythology were not engaged in a professional 

relationship grounded in the workplace, the charac-
ter of Mentor can be viewed as a superior—wiser and 
more experienced—and Telemachus as an apprentice 
of sorts—eager to learn, grow, and become more effi-
cacious in his work, in this case, in his quest to learn 
the truth about his father’s well-being. 

Translated to contemporary times, a mentor be-
comes a superior counseling a novice. This relation-
ship is directional. Information and expertise flow 
from the top down—from superior to protégé, from 
mentor to mentee (See Figure 1). 

Traditional top-down mentorship is enacted when a 
senior manager provides counsel to a middle man-
ager, when a retired athlete invests in an energetic 
young rookie, or when an accomplished artist pro-
vides guidance for a younger artist taking her first 
steps towards finding her way in the art world. In all 
cases, an individual with considerable experience, 
knowledge, and expertise in a given domain makes 
an investment in a less experienced individual who 
shows great promise within that domain, but may 
lack the knowledge and skills of his superiors.

It may seem that in a traditional top-down mentorship 
the mentee has everything to gain while the rewards 
are few for the mentor conveying knowledge, offering 
advice, and sharing expertise. One may ask, “Why 
would a veteran arts leader take the time and energy 
to invest in a potentially thankless neophyte?” I 
believe there are two answers to this question. First, it 
is important to stress that a mentorship is a relation-
ship. In his book Mentor: Guiding the Journey of Adult 
Learners (1999), Laurent Daloz notes that “mentors 
are...designed to fill a psychic space somewhere 
between lover and parent” (p. 18). 10 While the words 
“lover” and “parent” may seem a bit intimate for the 
workplace, like many other relationships, a mentor-
ship involves the caring engagement between two in-
dividuals. Trust, honesty, and a genuine investment in 
the wellbeing of one another are certainly key aspects 
of a mentoring relationship.

Though some mentorships may be casual exchanges, 
while others are more formal commitments, in every 
sense a true mentor cares for his mentee and wants 
to see him excel. The mentor may identify with the 
mentee in some capacity—seeing a spark of himself as 
a younger professional in that individual, recognizing 

The findings from this exploratory  study suggest that tomorrow’s 
arts leaders seek professional  relationships that are more complex 
than the traditional top-down mentor-mentee exchange that comes 
to mind when the word mentorship is used. 
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In the arts sector, by mentoring a young arts 
professional, a senior manager who has devot-
ed decades of his life to developing the arts is  
nurturing the future leadership of his domain—
insuring that the arts remain a vital part of our 
cultural experience for generations to come.

the potential his mentee holds, and connecting with 
that individual’s ambition as being comparable to his 
own drive as a young practitioner just learning the 
ropes in his domain. 

Second, a professional mentorship suggests that both 
mentor and mentee are working within the same field, 
and are therefore committed to the same cause. The 
fostering of the novice by the veteran administrator 
is an investment both in the individual and in the 
domain. In the arts sector, by mentoring a young 
arts professional, a senior manager who has devoted 
decades of his life to developing the arts is nurturing 
the future leadership of his domain—insuring that the 
arts remain a vital part of our cultural experience for 
generations to come.

Whereas the relationship between Mentor and Telema-
chus may seem a bit Greek to some, the guidance of 
the young Jedi Luke Skywalker by the hermit Yoda in 
George Lucas’s Star Wars Episode V: The Empire Strikes 
Back (1980) is a modern day pop-culture example of 
traditional top-down mentorship. 

Seeking to understand how to harness the power of 
the “Force,” Luke travels to the isolated swamp planet 
of Dagobah to train with Yoda, a Jedi master. Reluc-
tant at first, Yoda senses the power of the force within 
Luke, and therefore agrees to counsel the young Jedi. 
He sees the promise of Luke to harness his inherent 
powers and later become an effective Jedi knight. 
While the recognition of potential is clear, one still 
may ask what Yoda has to gain from mentoring Luke. 
As the Star Wars epic unfolds, Lucas’s narrative il-
lustrates that both Luke and Yoda are united through 
a common purpose: to oppose the Galactic Emperor 
and restore peace to the universe. 

While the work of most arts administrators is of a 
more terrestrial nature, there are four key lessons to 
be learned from the traditional mentoring relationship 
between Master Yoda and the young Skywalker: 

The identification of promise. Yoda notes that “the 
Force is strong” within Luke, and therefore sees 
the opportunity to sculpt Luke’s raw capacities to 
their best effect.

The mentor sees strands of his former self in his 
mentee. Yoda identifies with the nascent powers 
Luke is grappling with and relates this to his own 
coming of age as a Jedi. He likewise foresees all the 
pitfalls that may befall Luke, should his use of the 
Force be misdirected.

A commitment to a common purpose, perhaps even 
one that will outlive the mentor. Yoda and Luke are 
both struggling to oppose the forces of the Dark 
Side, namely, the Galactic Emperor and his imposed 

reign of terror over the universe. Yoda recognizes 
that this is a struggle that may extend well beyond 
his years of service.

Mentors care for their mentees. Through an expres-
sion of what best can be described as “tough love,” 
Yoda mentors Luke Skywalker because he cares 
about the fledgling Jedi. 

Of galactic proportions or not, a traditional mentor 
sees genuine promise in a mentee and recognizes 
that fostering that early spark of potential will 
most favorably aid his mentee in becoming his 
best self and living up to his fullest potential. In 
return, a mentee views his mentor with deference 
and respect assuring him of his professional loyalty, 
ongoing collegiality, and extended commitment 
to their common cause.

In our pilot study of young arts professionals, a 
yearning for top-down mentorship was expressed 
as a primary need. These individuals sought to 
develop meaningful professional relationships 
with their superiors in an effort to gain knowledge, 
develop their skills, and build on past experience  
to become the most effective artists, administrators, 
teaching artists, arts advocates, and arts researchers 
possible. However, the top-down flow of knowledge 
and expertise from veteran leader to novice practitioner 
was not the only direction in which our sample 
population envisioned mentorship in action.

MENTORING UP
Knowledge and expertise can also bubble-up from 
below. This form of professional counsel is best 
understood as “mentoring up”: the passage of 
knowledge and expertise from a junior colleague 
to a senior manager (See Figure 2). 

Mentoring up is not to be confused with the 
popular notion of “managing up.” Different from 
mentoring up, managing up is akin to the rela-
tionship between an executive and her personal 
assistant. When managing up, a junior colleague 
may be responsible for keeping her superior on 

LEADING CREATIVELY: A CLOSER LOOK 2010

071

• 
 
 
 

• 

•

• 



Figure 2.

Mentoring up:  A junior colleague transmits her cultural  
wisdom and expertise to a senior manager.

The junior colleague possesses a form of  cultural 
knowledge and expertise that is of vital importance 
to the common purpose of the two colleagues. 

task and ensuring that deadlines are met and 
quality control measures are taken into account. 
Harvard Business School professors John Gabarro 
and John Kotter describe managing one’s boss as 
the interdependent relationship between a subordinate 

and her superior wherein the subordinate manages 
expectations, the flow of information, and the  
effective use of time and resources in an honest 
and mutually dependent relationship with  
her superior. 11

When mentoring up, issues of management are 
less of a concern. As with traditional top-down 
mentorship, knowledge and expertise are being 
conveyed from one individual to another. However, 
in this scenario, the junior colleague is mentoring 
her superior. Other than the role reversal on the 
hierarchical chain of command, a difference in the 
type of knowledge and expertise being conveyed is 

what distinguishes mentoring up from traditional 
top-down approaches to mentorship.

During a mentoring up exchange, the senior manager 
is still more knowledgeable and experienced in a  
particular domain than is her junior colleague; however, 
the junior colleague possesses a form of cultural 
knowledge and expertise that is of vital importance 
to the common purpose of the two colleagues. While 
not entirely ignorant of such cultural knowledge, the 
senior manager recognizes that her junior colleague 
is more fluent in her experience of such knowledge.

The participants in our pilot study referred to 
digital technology and online social networking as 
a prime example of such knowledge and expertise. 
These young arts practitioners noted that their  
fluency with digital technology and social networking  
sites greatly overshadowed that of their senior 
managers. They felt as though the individuals they 
worked for possessed wisdom and a great business 
sense, but they often failed to connect their knowledge 
and skills to effectively meet the interests of their 
constituents. In order for their institutions to be 
more efficacious, our participants suggested that 
young arts professionals should have more opportunities 
to share their knowledge and expertise of digital 
technology and online social networking with their 
superiors so that programming could be most 
holistically linked with burgeoning arts participation, 
as is being exercised by a younger generation of 
cultural consumers. In essence, our participants 
were looking to mentor up—to act as leaders leading 
their leaders in understanding how their work in  
the arts sector could be more applicable, and therefore 
more relevant, to the demands of the twenty-first 

century information era.

Why would a junior colleague 
put the time and energy into 
mentoring her superiors? As 
with traditional top-down  
mentorship, there are several 

underlying factors that motivate young arts profes-
sionals to engage in a mentoring up relationship:

Commitment to a common purpose. As with top-down 
mentorship, mentoring up suggests that two colleagues 
operating at different levels of practice are engaged 
in the pursuit of common goals. The counsel of a 
senior manager by a junior colleague facilitates both 
parties jointly moving towards a shared objective to 
greater effect. 

Increased alignment with young arts professionals’ 
interests. When a junior colleague steers her senior 
manager in a direction that is better aligned with 
contemporary culture, she is in turn making the 
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work the two are engaged in more relevant and 
accessible to the interests of a younger generation—
including her own.

Exercising authority, acting on agency. Mentoring up 
requires a junior colleague to exercise authority and 
act on her agency and in turn, become more invested 
in her job. In a mentoring up scenario, a junior  
colleague is likely to feel a greater sense of ownership 
over her work as she takes on increased responsibility 
for its outcomes. 12 

An interdependent exchange of mutual care. As 
with top-down mentorship, mentoring up involves 
a caring relationship between two professionals. In 
this scenario, a junior colleague counsels a senior 
manager because she is genuinely invested in that 
individual’s wellbeing and continued success. 

Appreciation and heightened respect. Mentorship 
is essentially a teaching and learning affair. Hum-
bling herself in the role of learner, a senior colleague 
exhibits a heightened degree of appreciation and 
respect for her junior colleague acting in the role 
of teacher—perhaps even looking upon her as a 
peer, though their hierarchical roles may suggest 
otherwise.

Mentoring up is an approach to arts practice that 
helps younger arts leaders connect their organizations  
to the dynamic aesthetics of our plugged-in, 
media-saturated world. The hierarchal role reversal 
involved in mentoring up requires senior managers 
to exercise a sort of humility and vulnerability 
they may not be accustomed to in their regular 
management practice. Mentoring up also demands 
that junior colleagues exercise leadership skills  
that may seem counterintuitive to them—especially 
at institutions with rigid hierarchical structures.

LATERAL MENTORSHIP
A third type of professional relationship that our pilot 
study participants alluded to was the counsel that 
occurred amongst colleagues acting at a lateral level 
of practice (See Figure 3). 

It may seem intuitive that individuals operating at  
a common level of practice would learn from one 
another as they hang out around the proverbial water 
cooler, go out for drinks after work, or text message 
back and forth throughout the day. Conversely, it 
may make more sense that such individuals would 
have nothing to learn from each other—as they 
are essentially charged with the same tasks or are 
operating at comparable levels of experience within 
their careers. Nonetheless, the young arts  

Figure 3. 

Lateral mentorship: Colleagues acting at a comparable level of practice 
exchange knowledge and expertise specific to their individual worldviews.

practitioners we worked with stressed the importance 
—and the rarity—of having the opportunity to learn 
from their peers. 13

At an executive level, informal lateral mentorship is 
quite common. There are conferences specifically 
geared towards executive directors and art school 
deans just as there are retreats for board members 
of foundations and organizations. The wealth of 
professional conferences offered by the various 
sub-fields of the arts sector are a great opportunity 
for senior management to meet their colleagues 
across the street and around the country, learning 
from best practices and problem-solving difficult 
dilemmas through workshops, panel sessions, and 
casual coffee break conversations. 

Unfortunately for entry-level and mid-career arts 
practitioners, few opportunities exist to attend 
conferences or otherwise rub elbows with colleagues 
outside of their home institutions. There are several 
reasons for this lack of professional exposure 
for young arts professionals—the most obvious 
being that many arts organizations are forced to 
operate on tight budgets. Attending professional 
conferences for career development purposes is 
an expensive institutional investment that is too 
often the luxury of senior management, rather than 
junior staff.

While two individuals on different sides of the 
country may be the same age, hold similar jobs, 
and have comparable work experience, what is to 
be gained from lateral mentorship is exposure to 
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While two individuals on differ-
ent sides of the country may be 
the same age, hold similar jobs, 
and have comparable work expe-
rience, what is to be gained from 
lateral mentorship is exposure to 
a professional colleague operat-
ing from a different worldview. 

a professional colleague operating from a different 
worldview. A worldview, in the most basic terminology, 
is the sum total of an individual’s experiences that 
have come together to form his values, beliefs, ethics, 
sense of aesthetics, and political orientation. Just 
as generation-specific knowledge may be transmitted 
during top-down and bottom-up mentorship, the  
interaction of different worldviews takes place during 
a moment of lateral mentorship. 

Lateral mentorship takes into account the contextual 
factors that influence individuals working in compa-
rable capacities to function differently based on 
the environments in which they are situated, as well as 
the different worldviews through which they see and 
experience the world. This is what causes a program 
assistant working for an arts organization in the 
East Village of New York to make different choices than 
a program assistant working for a comparable arts 

organization in the suburbs of Louisville, Kentucky. 
Placing the two in dialogue with one another promotes 
a cross-pollination of ideas. Without such an  
exchange, one is restricted to the dominant paradigms 
of their local environment, as well as her personal 
worldview. Granted, what works in Louisville may be 
utterly ineffective in the East Village. Nonetheless, 
without exposure to her colleague in Kentucky, the 
East Village arts administrator operates at the mercy 
of her own blind spots—regardless of how educated, 
innovative, and open to new ideas she may be.

Just as lateral mentorship can stretch across states 
(or continents), so too can it stretch across the street. 
Globalization has made the local not so local anymore. 
Arts institutions operating in close geographical 
proximity to one another may be serving entirely differ-
ent constituency groups—or be staffed by individuals 
oriented towards utterly different worldviews. 

The motivating factors influencing individuals to 
engage in mentoring relationships at a lateral level 
of practice include the following:

Expanding one’s worldview. By engaging in lateral 
mentorship with one’s peers, an arts professional 
has the opportunity to broaden his worldview by 
developing a deeper understanding of how his 
colleagues address comparable workplace challenges 
differently, based on their unique cultural per-
spectives and the contextual factors within which 
they operate.

Commitment to common purpose. As with traditional 
top-down and mentoring up scenarios, colleagues 
mentoring one another from lateral positions of 
practice have mutual goals, and therefore bolster 
one another’s potential for the greater purpose of 
achieving their common objectives.

Increased collegiality and camaraderie. Rather 
than act as competitors, engaging in lateral mentor-
ship allows peers to build networks of support that 
have the potential to serve as broader bases of 
knowledge, encouragement, and political backing 
throughout their careers.

THE GENERATION EFFECT: 
AGE MATTERS
Though it may not always be the case, it is fair to 
assume that traditional top-down mentorship takes 
place when an older colleague is engaged in the 
process of mentoring a younger colleague; mentoring 
 up requires a younger colleague to mentor an 
older colleague; and lateral mentorship frequently 
occurs amongst individuals of the same age. 
While it may be politic to suggest that age is not a 
factor in any of these professional relationships, 
I take the opposite stance and rather say that yes, 
indeed: age matters.

Popular literature on generational differences 
suggests that the events we experienced during 
our adolescence have largely informed our  
generational perspectives. 14 The hardships of 
World War II, the Civil Rights Movement of the 
1960s, the pop-culture boom of the 1980s, and the 
onset of globalization and digital technology  
that have been the hallmark of the last decade all 
stand as markers of vastly different cultural  
epochs. Individuals from the four generations  
active in the contemporary workplace each operate  
from a cultural vantage point that has been  
informed by their experience during these unique 
eras. These generation-specific cultural perspectives 
are what inform individual’s values, beliefs, and  
approaches to life and work.

The sort of workplace generational conflict most 
commonly addressed in contemporary literature 
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frequently revolves around how individuals from 
varying generational cohorts communicate differently, 
make use of technology in diverse ways (and for 
different purposes), and have differing approaches to 
work/life balance. 

Having invented the 60-hour work week, Baby 
Boomers are said to be hardworking and easily 
frustrated with Gen Xers who are viewed as lazy by 
comparison. In actuality, Gen Xers, the first latchkey 
kids, are believed to be distrustful of corporations  
and resent their parents’ commitment to their careers 
—and therefore place a higher value on time spent 
with their own families and friends over extra hours 
at the office. Millennials (the oldest of whom turn 30 
this year) are said to blur the lines between work and 
life and as a result are just as likely to be caught 
updating their Facebook profiles in their cubicles as 
they are to be managing spreadsheets and other 

important office documents from the comfort of their 
sofas—in between checking their email and watching 
the Daily Show late at night.

Though the literature on generational differences 
is largely based on generalizations that often prove 
to be false when applied to individual cases, it is 
not difficult to imagine that a Silent Generation 
arts professional who grew up during World War II 
may approach life and work differently than a Mil-
lennial born with Beverly Hills 90210 on the television 
and a digital spoon in his mouth. 15 Suffice it to say, 
the inherent differences in meaning-making from 
one generational age cohort to the next certainly 
have the potential to cause major conflicts in the 
workplace—and conflict is good. 

Unaddressed, generational differences in workplace 
practice and decorum can stifle the day-to-day 
operations of an organization, whereas differences 
in approaches to workplace content can be highly  
beneficial. While it is easy to be distracted by the 
“how” of generational differences in the arts, refocusing 
on what individuals from different age cohorts bring to 
their work in the arts is elemental to the survival of 
the field in the twenty-first century—and a core principle 
of omni-directional mentorship.

OMNI-DIRECTIONAL 
MENTORSHIP
Omni-directional mentorship is a deliberate  
approach to professional arts practice that advocates 
for a constant passing of knowledge from one 
individual to the next both within and across age 
cohorts, for the purpose of raising the capacity of 
all participants in the field at every level. Through 
this process the wisdom and expertise of senior 
field leaders can be combined with the tech savvy, 
pop-culture acumen and innovative spirit of 
young professionals to build an arts sector that is 
most amenable to the aesthetic sensibilities and 
cultural interests of a vast array of twenty-first 
century citizens.

By combining top-down, bottom-up, and lateral models 
of mentorship, omni-directional mentorship takes 
advantage of generational “conflicts” by placing various 
individuals within the field in communication with 

Figure 4. 
 

Fusing top-down and bottom-up mentorship: Omni-
directional mentorship begins with the exchange of 
information and expertise across generations.

Individuals from the four generations active in the contemporary workplace each op-
erate from a cultural vantage point that has been informed by their experience during 
these unique eras. These generation-specific cultural perspectives are what inform 
individual’s values, beliefs, and approaches to life and work.
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one another for the greatest cross-pollination of 
ideas, insights, and institutional knowledge. 

Omni-directional mentorship begins when traditional  
top-down models of professional counsel are 
coupled with mentoring up models of administrative 
practice (See Figure 4.).

In this sense, senior arts managers are still 
passing down their time-earned knowledge and 
expertise to their promising junior colleagues, and 
in return younger practitioners are sharing their 
cultural knowledge and expertise with their veteran 
leaders. During this exchange, the veil of authority 
traditionally granted to senior arts managers is 
lifted, as neither the knowledge nor the expertise 
of either the old or the young is privileged.  

Instead, both wisdom from above and expertise 
from below are fused together to yield smart, well-
designed programming that is most applicable to 
our contemporary arts landscape. Merging the 
talents and knowledge bases of arts professionals  
across generations is meant to help leaders 
throughout the arts sector to set trends, rather 
than race to catch up with them.

But keeping up with the latest digital technology 
isn’t the only challenge of the twenty-first century. 
We are also living in an era of unprecedented 
global exchange. Tomorrow’s arts organizations are 
less likely to serve localized populations and more 
likely to serve a global community or—at the very 
least—to serve local constituencies participating, 
either virtually or directly, in global culture. For this 
purpose, lateral approaches to knowledge-sharing 
and expertise are given equal weight in the practice 
of omni-directional mentorship (See Figure 5).

Whereas the combination of top-down and bottom-up 
mentorship practices promotes the healthy exchange 
of knowledge and expertise across generations, 
lateral mentorship further facilitates an exchange of 
knowledge and expertise within age cohorts. Figure 5  
illustrates how an arts professional operating at a 
middle-management level can mentor up by providing 
guidance for senior management, laterally mentor her 
peers operating at a comparable level of practice, and 
also exercise top-down mentorship in her engagement 
with entry-level staff. At the same time, this individual 
is open to receiving knowledge and information  
from above, below, and laterally from every side. 
When top-down, bottom-up, and lateral approaches 
to mentorship are fused, ideas and information flow 
freely within and across generational age cohorts. 
The result is an institutional approach to practice that 
incorporates decades’ worth of knowledge-gathering, 
domain expertise, and globally diverse cultural world-
views. The arts, in turn, become a teaching and learning 
system based on a network of exchange that is no  
longer restricted to interactions between individuals, 
but instead broadened to create a complex web of 
cultural and professional experience. 

IMPLICATIONS AND 
APPLICATIONS
Omni-directional mentorship in action, however, is 
much more complex than its articulation in theory. 
The application of omni-directional mentorship 
requires arts professionals acting at all levels of  
experience to recognize, honor, and adhere to the 
core tenets of its practice: 

Figure 5. 
 

Omni-directional mentorship: Information and expertise 
flow freely across and within age cohorts.
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Mentorships are founded upon common purpose. 
At the heart of a successful mentorship is the 
pursuit of a common purpose. While a mentoring 
relationship may cross the line into friendship, at 
its roots a mentorship begins when individuals 
pursuing common objectives begin to support one 
another professionally in a manner that will make 
them more effective at achieving their shared goals.

Mentorships are caring relationships. Just like any 
other relationship, establishing a healthy mentorship 
is all about picking the right person. Don’t force a 
mentorship. Find the cadre of colleagues (young 
and old) from whom you have the most to gain, and 
for whom you have the most to offer—on an intellec-
tual, professional, and affective level. 

Establishing a mentorship is an explicit act. It’s 
possible to learn a great deal from informal ex-
changes of information, but in order for a mentoring 
relationship to be effective, it must be made  
explicit. Just as we formalize our romantic rela-
tionships, we must likewise be deliberate in formal-
izing our mentorships. Remember, Luke didn’t 
crash his X-wing fighter into a swamp on Dagobah 
hoping to just hang around Yoda long enough  
to have some of his magic rub off on him—he made 
his interests in engaging in a mentoring relation-
ship explicit. 

Mentorship is an institutional responsibility. Indi-
viduals are responsible for being intentional and  
explicit about establishing formal mentorships—
but so too should the foundation of such relationships 
be the obligation of our institutions. Participating 
in a mentoring relationship should not only be 
encouraged by an organization, it should be written 
into each employee’s job description—and then 
supported by the institution with appropriate time 
and resources.

All practitioners are bearers of wisdom, knowledge, 
and expertise. Forget hierarchies and traditional 
roles. Regardless of where an individual falls 
within your organization’s institutional structure, 
remember that each person, despite his or her age 
or experience, is the bearer of unique and valuable 
knowledge and expertise—none of which is to be 
privileged over any other.

All leaders are learners; all learners are leaders. 
At its core, omni-directional mentorship is about 
teaching and learning—with the roles of teacher 
and learner switching back and forth depending 
upon the situation, the particular needs of one party 
or the other, and the type of information being 
conveyed. But mentorship is also about leadership. 

When top-down, bottom-up, and lateral ap-
proaches to mentorship are fused, ideas and 
information flow freely within and across 
generational age cohorts. The result is an 
institutional approach to practice that incor-
porates decades’ worth of knowledge-gath-
ering, domain expertise, and globally diverse 
cultural worldviews.

A leader, in this sense, is someone who motivates 
people to overcome obstacles, pursue progress, 
follow their curiosities, consider their blind spots, 
and take innovative risks. This is drastically different 
from an authority figure who influences people 
to do his bidding. 16 In order for omni-directional 
mentorship to work, all leaders must be learners, 
and all learners must be leaders—there’s little room 
for authoritarian rule.

Let go of your ego; get over your insecurities. 
Senior leaders—get over your egos. Be open to the 
idea that your junior staff has something to teach 
you, and don’t hesitate to ask for their guidance 
whenever you need it. Junior colleagues—be bold! 
Don’t be afraid to suggest to your boss that you 
have something to teach her, and never be closed 
off to insights she’s eager to share with you. 

Look outside the arts. The arts sector is just a 
slice of society. In order to be most effective in the 
twenty-first century, it will be necessary for arts 
professionals to be in communication with leaders 
in other industries.

Omni-directional mentorship is a conversation. 
Rather than talking down from above—or up from 
below—omni-directional mentorship is a conversation, 
an ongoing back and forth exchange of ideas  
and expertise between individuals.

Both mentors and mentees must practice the 
“believing game.” Omni-directional mentorship 
begs that all arts professionals practice what Peter 
Elbow calls the believing game, differentiated 
from the skepticism of the “doubting game.” When 
faced with new ideas and perspectives that  
contradict one’s beliefs, values, or customary ways 
of knowing, playing the believing game requires  
an individual to say yes to the possibility of goodness 
inherent in a new idea—no matter how radical that 
idea may be. 17
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Along with the world’s increased complexity will come a need for individuals 
to become more complex as well—in our meaning-making, in our application 
and pursuit of  knowledge, and especially in the ways in which we engage 
and work with on another.

CONCLUDING DISCUSSION
Some theorists suggest that advancements in 
medical research will enable children being born 
today to have average life expectancies of 100-plus 
years. 18 As people live longer, they work longer-and 
the longer people work, the more generations we 
can expect to find bumping into one another in the 
workplace. Suffice it to say, our world is becoming 
more complex. Along with the world’s increased 
complexity will come a need for individuals to become 
more complex as well—in our meaning-making,  
in our application and pursuit of knowledge, and 
especially in the ways in which we engage and 
work with one another. 19

While omni-directional mentorship is one of 
many strategies for meeting the challenges of the 
decades to come, this approach to arts leadership 
is unique in its emphasis on teaching and learning. 
Whereas many new leadership models focus on  
how to manage multiple generations in the workplace, 
applying the practice of omni-directional men-
torship attunes arts professionals to learn from 
individuals representing different generational 
perspectives, as well as the diverse array of worldviews  
laden within each age cohort. Engaging our  
colleagues and ourselves in an ongoing process 
of workplace teaching and learning (as opposed 
to developing new ways of merely dealing with 
one another) is the first step towards meeting the 
adaptive challenges that face the arts sector.

Putting the theory of omni-directional mentorship 
into practice, however, is by no means meant to be 

easy. It requires senior arts managers to check their 
egos and humble themselves to the knowledge and 
expertise they have to learn from their younger 
colleagues. At the same time, the framework neces-
sitates younger arts professionals to likewise check 
their egos—tempering their ambition and proclivity 
for innovation, all the while acting on their agency 
and stepping into leadership roles that may seem 
utterly foreign to them.

The impending generational shift in leadership will 
have repercussions for a multitude of industries and 
professional domains. Nonetheless, in the arts we 
face not one, but three unique challenges: tenderly 
loosening the reigns of leadership from the very 

individuals who served as our industry’s founding 
pioneers in the 1960s and ‘70s; retaining those with 
the highest potential, whose frustration may lead 
them to consider new careers; and reconceiving our 
industry to maintain the relevancy of the arts in the 
21st century. 20

Rather than be fatalistic, let’s flip the coin and see 
the challenges we face today as great opportunities 
for the future of our cultural landscape. As illustrated 
here, omni-directional mentorship has the potential  
to capitalize on the strengths each one of us brings 
to our work in the arts. By creating an active  
network of knowledge and expertise exchange, we 
are more than capable of assuring our industry’s 
role as an intrinsic part of the human experience for 
centuries to come.
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AT THE INTERSECTION OF PLANNING 
AND PASSION:



By now every founding executive director has heard about  
succession planning. 

There are the best practices, the checklists, the directions, the 
shoulds, the shouldn’ts, the mustn’ts, and the never-ever-dos.

There’s what they would have taught you in nonprofit management 
school, if your career as an artist and the 24/7 role of running  
a start-up organization had afforded you time for such a thing.

And then there’s real life: real transitions. Real choices. Real  
emotions. Real chaos. 

Some organizations flounder and fail in the wake of the founder’s 
departure. Some founders never leave. But amidst the tumult of  
transition, a few organizations find that happy combination of 
planning and flexibility that enables them to pass through the  
chaos and climb to new heights. 

A SUCCESSION SUCCESS STORY FROM AURORA PICTURE SHOW

By Julia Fabris McBride
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Aurora Picture Show, a Houston, Texas, nonprofit 
microcinema that presents artist-made, noncommercial 
film and video, is coming to the end of just one of those 
happy and productive founder transitions. 

I am a leadership coach who specializes in working  
with nonprofit executives who are leading their 
organizations through some type of transition. In 
summer 2009, I embarked on a series of interviews to 
see if I could identify a next wave of “founder tran-
sition best practices” (or even just a few insights) 
from the primary players in Aurora’s succession 
success story. I was looking for more than the 

“what happened,” “when,” and “how.” I was looking 
to understand, at a deeper than usual level, who 
these people were and what it was about the way 
they worked together that had set them up to be 
successful.

SCENE ONE: IN WHICH  
ANDREA GROVER DISCOVERS 
AN EMPTY BUILDING
Andrea Grover came to Houston from New York 
City by way of Chicago in 1995 on a Core Fellowship 
that placed her in residence at the Museum of  

Andrea Grover, Founder Delicia Harvey, Executive Director
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Fine Arts. “It was a two year program, a really sweet 
opportunity with a monthly stipend and a studio 
space and great introductions to not just the commu-
nity here but the national art community, curators, 
and other artists,” she says of the residency.

“And right near the end of my tenure in the 
program, my boyfriend and I got wind of an old 
church that was for sale. We’re both very inter-
ested in experimental cinema, and we went and 
looked at the church. And it was listed for $49,000. 
So it was one of those things where we thought 
there’s nowhere else in the country we could do 
something like this. So why not?

“We were also young. I was 27; he was 25 or 26. We 
had this anti-establishment attitude where we  
were just going to do shows when we felt like it.  
We were going to take donations only. We were 
above it all. We’ll never be incorporated. We’ll 
never be institutionalized and all that.”

The boyfriend departed after only a few months, 
but Aurora Picture Show was off and running, with 
Andrea in the lead.

According to Andrea, “The very first program we did 
there was in June of 1998, and it was all short films, 
mostly made by people in Houston or friends of ours 

Rachel Blackney, Associate Director Mary Magsamen, Curator
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in college. All the films ran under three minutes. 
We had no formal mailing lists, no real marketing 
strategies. We invited the 50 people who were on our 
mailing list, and we had a hundred people show up.  
So, there was obviously a demand for this kind of work.

“At that point I had a friend who was a[n art] collector  
who said, ‘Let me give you a thousand dollars,  
but I’d love to get a tax write-off for it, and I have a 
friend who will give you a thousand dollars, but  
he would like a tax write-off for it.’”

SCENE TWO: IN WHICH AN-
DREA BIRTHS A NONPROFIT 
(AND TWO DAUGHTERS)
Inevitably perhaps, a 501(c)(3) was born. Andrea Grover 
found herself transformed from artist to executive 
director/curator, living in the back of the church and 
showing films in the sanctuary on the weekends. 

Years passed. Enthusiasm for Aurora grew. The staff 
grew from one to four, with some additional part-time 
help here and there. Andrea married Carlos Lama 
at the dawn of the new millennium, and soon one 
daughter and then another joined the family,  
as the shows went rolling on in their living room.

Board president Sorcha Landau, a Houston public 
defender, describes the scene at Aurora when she 
first moved to Texas in 2001: “I just thought it was 
fantastic. I loved the idea of Andrea and Carlos 
living in the back of this deconsecrated church and 
showing artist-made films. … It felt like going over to 
somebody’s house for the evening rather than  
going out to the movies. It was much more like a  
conversation with other people who like art. When 
you go to the movies, you tend to come in, sit down,  
talk to the person you’re with and that’s it. Maybe you 
run into people you know. But, at Aurora, I was pretty 
much guaranteed to not only run into people I knew, 
but to also meet new people. ... It was much more of  
a community there than [at] a commercial movie.”

According to Sorcha, Andrea was the force at the 
center of it all: “She was the emcee of the whole 
thing. She was the curator, she introduced you around, 
you got to meet the artists through her. She knows 
so much and she drops all these bombs of information 
very casually. I did not know much about video art 
before I met her and I learned a great deal by hanging 
out in her living room.”

But for Andrea, as she passed the age of 30, that 
old church building where she lived, worked, and 
socialized was beginning to feel crowded. “I had 
two daughters and a husband,” she recalls, “and all 
the time that I spent with the visiting artists and 
the audience members started to feel taxing for me 
instead of something I really relished and valued.”

SCENE THREE: IN WHICH 
ANDREA DOES NOT SEE THE 
PARACHUTE
After multiple seasons as the face at the front (and 
fire in the belly) of Aurora Picture Show, Andrea 
Grover’s identity was so enmeshed with the organi-
zation she created that people sometimes got their 
names mixed-up. As in, “I’d like you to meet Aurora 
Gro—no, I mean Andrea Grover.”

Aurora had overrun Andrea’s life and living space, 
and her soul was beginning to chafe against the 
arrangement.

As current staff member Mary Magsamen puts it, 
“Andrea made Aurora what it is. She started it.  
She made it a nationally recognized institution. She 
developed it from a one-man show in her living 
room to a multi-staffed organization with consistent 
programming, funded by major foundations and 
major donors. She did all the hard work.”

But after seven years of that level of engagement, 
Andrea was exhausted. 

She was aware enough of “burnout” and its cranky 
cousin “Founders Syndrome” to recognize the 
symptoms in herself. Andrea confesses that she was 
hoarding information, failing to delegate, and  
shunning new ideas. But unlike the most severe cases 
of the syndrome, this founder was aware enough of 
her own behavior to recognize that (for her own 

Inevitably perhaps, a 501(c)(3) was born. Andrea Grover found herself 
transformed from artist to executive director/curator, living in the back of 
the church and showing films in the sanctuary on weekend. 

“Andrea made Aurora what it is. She 
started it. She made it a nationally 
recognized institution.”
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good and for the good of the organization) it was 
time to start thinking about leaving Aurora.

Andrea remembers her darkest days: “When you run 
an organization solo for so long, you go into crisis 
mode. I can see it now in friends of mine who work 
for nonprofits. The scenario that I have is you’re  
falling from an airplane and you’re going, ‘I’m falling!  
I’m falling!’” And someone is going, ‘Here’s a para-
chute. Take this parachute.’ And all you can do is keep
 going, ‘I’m falling! I’m falling!’ You 
don’t even see what is in front of you. 
You go into crisis mode. 

“I was working so hard, sixty hours 
a week at least, no weekends, two 
small kids, all of this piling up and 
went from being and artist to being  
an accountant, a grant writer, a board
liaison, everything to everybody. On top of it, my world 
was very, very social. At every event that we had, I 
was like a politician out there shaking hands and 
visiting. I was just burnt out beyond belief.

“You start not seeing what’s right in front of you. 
You don’t see when people are there to help. You 
don’t know how to ask them to take over something, 
because it feels so personal.”

SCENE FOUR: IN WHICH THE 
PARACHUTE IS REVEALED
Delicia Harvey arrived at Aurora as associate director 
in 2006, fresh off a seven-year stint in the public 
relations department at Houston’s Alley Theatre. 
Before that, she had spent three years at the  
Museum of Fine Arts. Andrea saw in Delicia the 
passion and skills to fit the position and, perhaps 
even more importantly for someone secretly seeking 
a successor, Andrea recognized staying power. 

“We had had a lot of transition in staff,” remembers 
Andrea of that period. “We’d had a lot of great  
assistant directors who had tremendous resumes 
and all this experience, but they didn’t last. They 
lasted six months, maybe 12 months, and it was very 
taxing on a small staff with that kind of turnover. So, 
when Delicia came along she didn’t have a specific 
background in micro-media. But I looked at her 
resume. She’d stayed some place for seven years.”

Sorcha Landau recognized a synergy between Andrea 
and Delicia right away. “Delicia was just such an 
amazing pick,” she says. “She’s got wonderful com-
munications skills, she cares about the art, she’s  
very efficient, she’s very organized, and she’s very 
sweet. Had she not been as incredible as she is,  

[the transition] would not have worked.”

Delicia started work in August 2006, and within 
three months Andrea had glimpsed her parachute. 
She started talking with her new colleague about 
succession. 

Given Delicia’s background, it was natural to 
consider the dual artistic/executive director model 
often employed in nonprofit theaters. Andrea and 

Delicia started talking about the possibility of Andrea 
cutting back her hours to focus solely on the 
artistic side, with Delicia taking over the executive 
functions. 

SCENE FIVE: IN WHICH 
THE STAFF ATTENDS A NAMAC 
LEADERSHIP INSTITUTE
NAMAC’s Daniel “Dewey” Schott admired Andrea 
Grover for committing the time and resources to 
bring her entire staff of three to his organization’s 
Leadership Institutes in 2006. “I was really excited 
that she did that,” he says. “I thought it was a really 
smart way of taking advantage of leadership  
development, to expose everybody to these concepts 
and these tools, and to have that time together to 
integrate the learning and do team-building.

“Towards the end of that Institute,” he recalls, “they 
all came up to me and revealed that Andrea was 
thinking of transitioning, and I immediately saw 
what a challenge that would be. Andrea had created 
this public space in her private space. How do you 
unravel that? I knew it would add an extra layer of 
complexity. I got excited at the prospect of being 
able to help them manage that change because I 
knew it would be tricky.”

Planning was by no means a foreign concept at 
Aurora. There was a strategic plan in place, and 
an organizational assessment completed in 2005 
had them well poised to think about a transition 
in leadership. 

NAMAC’s capacity-building grants were due in just a 
few weeks, and Dewey encouraged Aurora to apply. 

NAMAC’s Daniel “Dewey” Schott admired Andrea  
Grover for committing the time and resources to 
bring her entire staff of four to his organization’s 
Leadership Institutes in 2006.
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SCENE SIX: IN WHICH LILLIAN 
WARREN ANTICIPATES A 
DICEY MOMENT
By mid-2007, NAMAC funds in hand, Andrea hired 
Lillian Warren to facilitate the succession planning 
process. With a Bachelor’s in studio art followed by 
an MBA, Lillian had worked for IBM and in corporate 
banking and technology companies before design-
ing a more balanced life for herself as painter and 
part-time strategic planner. 

Lillian was experienced enough to have some real 
concerns about the situation at Aurora. She recalls, 
“When you have a transition in leadership obviously 
that’s ... a very dicey moment for a small organiza-
tion. That’s when a large number of them disappear. 
Andrea was the driving force, the identity for Aurora. 
And when someone who is so integral to an orga-
nization—and a very small organization—moves on, 
there’s always the chance that organization won’t 
make it without the founder.”

Lillian notes, “Delicia and Andrea were very aware 
that this was an important transition. The board was 
very aware. So it’s not like they were clueless. Andrea 
had been thinking about it for quite a while, trying 
to strengthen the organization and position the 
organization so that when she wanted to move on to 
something else, it would survive.”

Andrea’s experience with staff turnover had set her 
firmly against the idea of a national search for her 
successor. “We had a consultant before Lillian, who 
wanted us to do a national search. He really wanted 
us to find that person who had the stellar resume 
and the exact, precise specialization that we needed 
for this position. ... But after having so much turnover 
with these rock star employees, I just felt like we 
needed someone who was going to be loyal and reli-
able and consistent.”

From Lillian’s point of view, Delicia had the best charac-
teristics of someone you’d pick to lead your organization 
through a difficult transition: “Intelligence, respect, 
passion, dedication, belief in the organization; all the 
things you want in your director.” Moreover, recalls Lillian, 

“She trusted Andrea and there was no fussing over turf, 
and none of the fussing over assumed insults that can 
so easily happen in organizations in transition.” 

In addition to all of her personal talents and attributes, 
Delicia had a fiscal and programmatic vision for the 
company’s growth that would probably prove essential 
to Aurora’s survival.

So, taking inspiration from one another, the planning 
trio decided that Delicia and Andrea would share lead-
ership as executive and artistic directors, both reporting 
directly to the board. With the “who” easily decided, the 
three women set themselves to the task of outlining the 
details of the “how.” They convened a series of meet-
ings in which Lillian posed the questions, and Andrea 
and Delicia wrestled with them. 

Delicia remembers being forced to consider every 
possible situation in advance so that there would 
be no doubt about who had the authority to make a 
difficult decision: “[Lillian] made us think about, ‘OK. 
What if Andrea has a programming decision that you 
don’t like? What happens then? Is Andrea the final say 
on programming?’ So you had to write down, ‘Yes.  
Andrea will be the final say on programming. I will be 
the final say on everything else.’ ‘What areas might 
be a problem?’ You had to think about that. ‘Where do 
you think you guys will disagree?’ Things like that.”

The written plan itself was useful, says Andrea, but 
even more important was the planning process itself, 
because it kept everything open, transparent, and 
moving ahead at a regular pace.

SCENE SEVEN: IN WHICH 
POTENTIAL PITFALLS ARE 
AVOIDED 
Lillian walked Andrea and Delicia point-by-point 
through the possible pitfalls of a founder transition, 
offering some wisdom along the way about how to 
avoid common problems:

PITFLL AVOIDANCE TECHNIQUE #1: 

BE CLEAR ABOUT NEW RESPONSIBILITIES IF THE 
FOUNDER IS GOING TO STAY AROUND!

“OK,” proposed Lillian in a planning meeting, 
“you’re going to work together and one of you used 
to be the boss. How do you divide the new respon-
sibilities? What does this mean? How do you make 
decisions? What happens when you disagree? Talk 
that through before there is an emotional issue at 
hand, so that when things get difficult, either a little 
bit or a lot, you have a structure.”

Andrea had been thinking about it for quite a 
while, trying to strengthen the organization 
and position the organization so that when 
she wanted to move on to something else, it 
would survive.
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PITFALL AVOIDANCE TECHNIQUE #2: 

THINK THROUGH POSSIBLE STICKY SITUATIONS  
TO THE TINIEST DETAIL BEFORE THEY OCCUR!

“We’d brainstorm,” remembers Lillian, “and say, ‘Let’s 
take some common things like: The following five 
decisions do not need Andrea’s attention, period.’ 
And just get that out on the table and talk about it 
and take a deep breath and say, ‘OK, we can do that.’”

PITFALL AVOIDANCE TECHNIQUE #3: 

CELEBRATE THE CONTRIBUTIONS OF THE FOUNDER! 

“You’ve got to really acknowledge the founder,” 
says Lillian, “because even though maybe they 
want to leave, if they feel like they’re being pushed 
out the door, then it gets really messy. The family 
dynamics can become incredible. You need to  
plan for that and focus your energy on acknowl-
edging the contribution as well as energy on  
moving forward. Otherwise it gets all messed up 
and confused.”

SCENE EIGHT: IN WHICH 
EVERYONE DISCOVERS THE 
LIMITS OF PLANNING
According to Lillian, Andrea’s transition—from 
executive to artistic director, from 24/7 to half 
time—was part of a larger staged transition in which 
Andrea would finally separate herself completely 
from the organization she founded. 

The consultant’s view at the time was that this 
gradual approach would work really well for Aurora, 
providing a safety net for such a fundamental  
organizational transformation. “Andrea wanted to 
move on and do something else,” remembers  
Lillian, “but she also really, really wanted the organi-
zation to succeed without her.” 

In reality, Andrea’s desire for the organization to  
succeed may have kept her on the payroll longer 
than she truly wanted. Andrea says now that her 
secret wish, even at that point, may have been to 
separate from Aurora completely, but that something 

held her back from firmly drawing that line. She 
allowed herself to be convinced that she could be 
happy, and have her personal life back, if she limited 
her job description to the artistic.

“I wanted to let go,” Andrea says now. “I desperately 
wanted to let go. But I was under pressure to stay. 
Delicia really wanted me to stay on as artistic director 
as long as I was willing to. ... Delicia, at one point 
when I was going to leave, said, ‘I’d rather have you 
stay on, and we can change the dynamics, and I can 
take away the things that you don’t want to do.’ And 
I stayed on longer.”

Delicia admits that, initially, she would not have felt 
confident leading Aurora without Andrea. She hoped 
that by attending so carefully to the details of the transi-
tion to dual leadership, they had created a structure 
that would work well for Andrea long-term. “I knew that 
eventually she’d want to have even fewer hours, and 
more time with her family and all of those things, and 
be able to curate more outside of Aurora.” But Delicia 
was not looking to hasten the founder’s departure.

Meanwhile, Andrea was feeling the familiar guilt 
of the founder who wouldn’t wish her job on  
anyone else. “Seriously,” confirms Andrea. “It’s like 
when you have a high maintenance pet that you 
know is going to chew through someone’s  
furniture, and break through their screen door, if 
you leave it with them.”

Andrea admits that even now that she has been 
fully retired for almost a year she still thinks of 
Aurora as that high maintenance pet, and she still 
trembles at the thought of the amount of work 
required to keep it all afloat.

“Delicia and the staff with tell you now that they 
work very, very, very hard. I’ve heard from staff 
individually how tired they are,” says Andrea. “There 
are benefits to [working in a nonprofit], but yet, 
there’s that part that bleeds over, into your weekend 
and after hours.” 

Even with her position as artistic director clearly 
defined, Andrea found it next to impossible to 
draw the boundaries she’d outlined in meetings 

Andrea says now that her secret wish, even at that point, may have been 
to separate from Aurora completely, but that something held her back 
from firmly drawing that line. She allowed herself to be convinced that 
she could be happy, and have her personal life back, if she limited her job 
description to the artistic.
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with Lillian and Delicia. And everything was made 
more complicated because Andrea and her family 
still owned and lived in the church where all the 
films were shown. 

Rachel Blackney Tepper joined Aurora as associate  
director in 2008, after Andrea’s transition to  
artistic director. She says that while leadership was 
nominally shared between Delicia and Andrea,  
it was difficult to keep from looking to the founder 
for most of the answers. “We had to be careful 
about not leaning on her too much,” reports  
Rachel. “And sometimes it was not the staff. Some-
times it was more about outside people still  
wanting to speak to the same person. ... She was 
just so identified with the organization.”

In spite of good intentions, Andrea couldn’t seem 
to create the separate self she desired, and her new 
position as artistic director never really found its 
way to half time.

SCENE NINE: IN WHICH WE 
TAKE A WIDE-ANGLE LOOK AT 
THE CHALLENGES ASSOCIATED 
WITH FOUNDER TRANSITIONS
It is worth pulling back the lens for a larger 
perspective on founder transitions. The Annie 
E. Casey Foundation, in its publication Founder 
Transition: Creating Good Endings and New 
Beginnings, identifies eight key issues commonly 
confronting founder-run organizations:

Identity. The founder’s identity is “inextricably 
linked in stakeholders’ minds,” requiring both execu-
tive and organization to re-establish their identities 
in order for the transition to be successful.

Letting go of position and power. Founders fear 
loss of the respect and esteem afforded by their 
executive position. Some cling to their positions 
rather than face difficult questions about self worth.

Confusion about what kind of change or break is 
necessary. Should the founder resign completely? 
Redesign the job description? Or would a sabbatical 
provide the necessary renewal?

Career/professional uncertainty. “[F]ounders may 
require some reflection time and a supportive col-
league or coach to sort out the possibilities,” according 
to the Casey Foundation. “For some, there may be 
too many options. Others may experience a fear 
that nothing can replace their current role.”

The loyalty trap. Boards may fear that talking 
about succession sends a message that they are 
eager for the founder’s departure, while founders may 
want to avoid any appearance disloyalty to the  
organization they have created. Such a “conspiracy 
of silence,” says the Casey Foundation, “can lead 
to a period of organizational drift and executive 
underperformance.”

Fear of organizational collapse. Founders may have 
legitimate concerns about the nonprofit’s ability to 
survive their departure.

Financial considerations.  Year after year of inad-
equate salary, and lack of funds to support herself 
in retirement, may cause a founder to stay too long.

The founder’s early life experience and motivation. 
Early experiences related to achievement and 
control, which are common among founders of 
nonprofit organizations, may add to the stress of 
the succession planning process. 

Except for the financial considerations described 
in number seven, all of these issues were at play, to 
some degree or another, at Aurora Picture Show.

Reflecting on her early life experience, Andrea recalls 
her father as both a model of the thrill of celebrity, 
and as inspiration when she started longing for the 
joys of a quieter life: “My dad ran a sole propri-
etorship for nearly 50 years. He was a hometown 
celebrity, and the best at what he did. His ambitions 
definitely rubbed off on me and my four siblings. 

“However, as the youngest I also witnessed his 
behavior as he approached retirement. Dinner 
conversations no longer revolved around ‘the shop.’ 
We began to travel more (I was still young enough to 
tag along), and my dad’s stress level reduced. There 
were the usual issues with letting go of a life that had 
become routine and grounding, but the new chapter  
of my dad and mom’s life was adventurous and fun.”

“We had to be careful about not leaning on her too much,” reports Rachel. 
“And sometimes it was not the staff. Sometimes it was more about out-
side people still wanting to speak to the same person. ... She was just so 
identified with the organization.”
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SCENE TEN: IN WHICH A 
MOTHER’S LIFE IS THREATENED 
AND PRIORITIES ARE REVERSED
We’ll never know how the saga of Andrea and 
Aurora might have unfolded (and in what ways 
stress levels might have been reduced or elevated) 
if fate hadn’t intervened to throw priorities in 
stark relief. 

Less than a year after Delicia took over the position 
of executive director, Andrea’s mother suffered a 
brain aneurysm, which became the unexpected impe-
tus for Aurora to complete its transition process. 
“When my mom almost died,” says Andrea, “I just 
realized there’s life and death, and there’s working 
too hard for a small nonprofit.” 

Andrea’s perspective shifted, and she understood 
that she needed to move on with her life. “Aurora was 
not just a job for me, it was an entire way of life. I 
had put all of my other priorities behind it. Family, 
children, everything. Everything was being compro-
mised for me to continue to try to be part of Aurora.

“We’ve had consultants who said, ‘Don’t let people 
call you on the weekends. Turn off your cell phone. 
Disconnect. The more you’re available, the more 
they’ll make you.’ For whatever reason, I had a really 
hard time doing it. So, I felt like the only way that I 
could completely be free of the organization was to 
quit the organization.”

The ten days after her mother’s collapse were the first in 
almost a decade in which Andrea was free of daily calls 
or emails asking for information or a decision related to 
Aurora. As she tended to her mother in New York, the 
staff back in Houston learned how to look in file drawers 
(or do a gut-check) to find the answers they needed. 

Everyone learned that Aurora Picture Show could 
function without Andrea Grover.

SCENE ELEVEN: IN WHICH 
AURORA SURVIVES AN EVEN 
DICIER MOMENT
Upon her return from New York, Andrea gave four 
months notice of her decision to resign her artistic 
director post. This time her decision was firm and final. 

Nonetheless, her resignation letter, addressed to 
Delicia on August 25, 2008, indicates the lengths to 
which she was still willing to go to ensure Aurora’s 
success:

Dear Delicia:

Please accept this letter as a formal notice that as 
of December 19, 2008, I will be leaving my posi-
tion as Artistic Director at Aurora Picture Show.

Aurora has been my passion for the last ten years, 
and as such, I have given the organization the best  
I have to offer. Even though I will deeply miss  
the spirit of Aurora, my colleagues, board, artists, 
and the rare experiences Aurora has offered me, 
I am looking forward to a new challenge and 
embarking on a new phase of my career. I believe 
Aurora is poised for continued accomplishments, 
and the current staff has the talent, capability 
and dedication to grow and move the organization 
forward in dramatic ways.

I am giving four months notice to allow time to 
recruit and train my replacement. I will make every 
attempt to complete the three in-progress Aurora 
DVD label projects (Enid Baxter Blader, Orgone, 
and Cinemad) and the Microcinema Primer book 
production by December 19, 2008, however, if more 
time is required, I propose I complete these on an 
hourly basis or contract basis. 

I would like to retain my association with the 
organization, and would welcome the permanent 
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honorary title of Founder. If my name can be used 
to support the organization, or be associated with  
the upcoming capital campaign, I would be pleased  
to be included. 

Thank you for the support, guidance, and encour-
agement you have provided me during our time 
together at Aurora. 

Sincerely, 
Andrea Grover

But in spite of Andrea’s attention to detail, board 
president Sorcha Landau admits that this was the 
point at which she started to panic. “Would people 
quit coming?” she worried. “Would artists quit  
being interested in showing at Aurora because they 
are not someone Andrea knew from when she was 
in the Core program? How dependent are we on 
Andrea’s ability to attract artists and viewers? I was 
concerned about that.”

Andrea, Delicia, Sorcha, and then-board president 
Carlisle Vandervoort worked quickly to create a time-
line and revise staff job descriptions. The company’s 
prior attention to assessment, planning, and systems 
development served them well, now that the time had 
truly come to pass the baton to Andrea’s successor. 

The decision to replace Andrea with a curator who 
would report to Delicia, rather than directly to  
the board, seemed obvious to all involved. They kept 
the search for the curator confidential, targeting 
four people whom they knew were capable of doing 
the programming as well as stepping up to become 
the public face of Aurora at screenings and events. 
Other aspects of Andrea’s position were assigned to 
either Delicia or Rachel.

On September 13, 2008, the full board and staff 
were apprised of the situation, a press release fol-
lowed, and a celebration of Andrea’s contributions 
was included in the annual gala on October 23.  
By October 29, Mary Magsamen had been hired to 

fill the curator position. Mary spent November  
and much of December working with Andrea, 
whose last day at Aurora was December 19, 2008. 

The one downside to wrapping things up so neatly, 
says Sorcha, is that board members who had not 
experienced the pressure of the behind-the-scenes 
strategy sessions may have felt so taken care of that 
they failed to express much dismay and may have 
left Andrea feeling unappreciated. “It was so calm,” 
recalls Sorcha, “as to be like, not a big deal.”

But it was a big deal. 

SCENE TWELVE: IN WHICH WE 
ADMIT THAT IT IS A BIG DEAL 
WHEN A FOUNDER LEAVES
Andrea Grover resigned completely and took 
Aurora’s home base with her. Upon her departure, 
there were no more programs in the church  
sanctuary living room. 

After a few rocky months, the now itinerant Aurora 
Picture Show is clipping along under the executive 
leadership of Delicia Harvey, supported by the artistic 
vision of curator Mary Magsamen. The staff has  
embraced the challenges of screenings in a variety 
of venues, and Aurora’s audience continues to grow 
as they collaborate with other Houston organiza-
tions to present their work. Even the board has begun 
to find a new and stronger voice of governance in 
the post-Andrea era.

Andrea reflected recently about her ultimate lack of 
fear related to aspects of her identity that might be 
lost when she relinquished the power of her position 
at Aurora: “I had [those fears] from time to time, but 
after ten years, I was ready to move on. Also, other 
opportunities were cropping up, and those confirmed 
that I would have a life and career beyond Aurora,  
and in fact, it could evolve and be even more fulfilling.

“I also was readjusting my priorities and figuring 
out a way to give more time to my family. I have 
noticed an improvement in my oldest daughter’s 
health since I spend more time with her. My 
relationship with my husband is vastly improved, 
too, since he was an ad hoc volunteer for Aurora 
for eight years, on top of his full-time job at the 
Contemporary Arts Museum. For those last two  
or three years at Aurora, we both felt like we were 
constantly running, eating on the go, neglecting 
exercise, and modeling this behavior to our kids.”

She continues, “These bad habits aside, our kids do 
miss having the theater in our home. Oddly enough, 

Every transition process includes an “ending,” 
followed by a “neutral zone” of discomfort 
and uncertainty. Every successful transition 
moves through the neutral zone toward a 
“new beginning,” when an organization and 
its people rediscover themselves and find a 
new place in the world.
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my older daughter told me she felt special having a 
theater in her home, and worried that she was no 
longer unique! “

SCENE THIRTEEN: IN WHICH 
WE TURN TO WILLIAM BRIDGES 
TO DEMYSTIFY “TRANSITION”
Author William Bridges says that change happens 
in a moment: Something changed in the moment that 
Delicia and Andrea decided to assume dual leadership. 
Everything changed when Andrea left her post as  
artistic director. Or perhaps everything changed back 
in 2006 on the day that Andrea admitted to herself
that she was burned out, 
at the end of the rope that 
had tied her for so long to 
Aurora. 

Bridges makes a distinc-
tion between “change” 
and “transition.” Change 
happens in an instant, 
but transition is a process 
that may unfold, as it did 
at Aurora Picture Show, 
over a period of months 
or even years. Every tran-
sition process includes 
an “ending,” followed by
a “neutral zone” of discomfort and uncertainty. Every 
successful transition moves through the neutral  
zone toward a “new beginning,” when an organization 
and its people rediscover themselves and find a  
new place in the world.

SCENE FOURTEEN: IN WHICH 
EVERYONE TAKES ADVANTAGE 
OF THE NEUTRAL ZONE AS AN 
OPPORTUNITY FOR GROWTH
Andrea Grover seems happily at home in a post- 
Aurora neutral zone that may, in truth, have already 
become her real new beginning. In the past few 
months she has curated at Carnegie Mellon University 
and for the Dia Art Foundation and has worked  
with the Warhol Foundation. Her regular interface  
with the public has shifted from Aurora Picture Show 
to a much lower-maintenance pet, her blog, called 
GENTLERIDEVAN and found at andreagrover.com. 

Andrea says she feels healthier now and more in 
command of her time, and she acknowledges that 
Aurora’s firm footing in the wake of her departure is 

a contributing factor. “I was very fretful when I was 
in the last year of Aurora. I was very fretful that it was 
going to end, that there would be no legacy,” she 
admits. “That someone else wanted to take over, to 
me, was huge. That it’s an institution that has staying 
power, so we can feel proud of it.

She continues, “I think it’s the same bittersweet feel-
ing you have when you send a child off to college. 
I’m not going to be the parent of that person that I 
helped shape and raise. But, at the same time it’s so 
exhilarating to see that you’ve done it.” 

Aurora, too, is thriving in the neutral zone as it 
moves toward a new beginning that everyone 
believes will be realized with a new and permanent 

home for the company. 
Staff and board have been 
working with architects  
to design a small indoor 
theatre adjacent to a 
much larger outdoor 
screening space. They 
occasionally contract 
with Andrea to write a 
grant proposal, but those 
projects are specific and 
precisely limited. Her 
current title, “founder,” is 
honorary with no official 
ties to the organization. 

Rachel Blackney Tepper says that there are some 
upsides to working in a post-founder organization: 
“It’s not anything against Andrea, but when I first 
came it felt like I was working for Andrea, and building 
Andrea’s organization. And now I feel a little bit 
more sense of ownership. ... As a staff, it feels more 
like we’re investing in something that’s ours.”

Leaving the church, too, has forced Aurora to engage 
more actively with other organizations in the community. 
Although it is harder on the staff to have to set-up in a 
different venue for every program, Rachel says that 
the variety of screening sites, plus a new emphasis on 
themed programming, including the kids programs that 
are a particular interest of curator Mary Magsamen, has 
opened Aurora up to a broader audience.

“We were big collaborators anyway,” says Delicia. 
“But because we’ve been forced to be more creative 
about our venues around the city, we’ve expanded 
our audiences, we’ve been introduced to new people, 
and we’ve done a lot more creative stuff. We’ve 
moved into this area of doing screenings that are themed 
around the venue. We have the venue match the 
content, which has made for a lot more fun events and 
brought new people to us.”

“We were big collaborators 
anyway,” says Delicia. “But be-
cause we’ve been forced to be 
more creative about our ven-
ues around the city, we’ve ex-
panded our audiences, we’ve 
been introduced to new peo-
ple, and we’ve done a lot more 
creative stuff.
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Andrea Grover says that from her new vantage point, 
“The organization is probably more administratively 
mature [than when I was executive director]. ... 
There were a lot of programs that I went ahead and 
produced even though I knew that their likelihood 
of a big audience was small. ... I didn’t worry about the 
bottom line. And now there’s actually concern and 
effort to produce programs that break even, which in 
the nonprofit world is pretty damn good.”

Delicia Harvey thinks back over the last three years, 
drawing this conclusion, “We definitely miss having 
Andrea around sometimes. Sometimes we wonder, 
‘Would this be something she’d want us to do?’ But, 
on the other hand, she’s been very clear on how 
much she trusts us, and that she feels like the organi-
zation is in great hands. So, we feel confident.”

SCENE FIFTEEN: IN WHICH 
WE INQUIRE ABOUT LESSONS 
LEARNED
Delicia and Andrea agree that the step-by-step plan, 
driven by the NAMAC capacity-building grant  
and guided by consultant Lillian Warren, has been 
essential to the success of their transition thus far. 
They advise other groups to take as much time as 
they can to prepare for the founder’s departure. Put  
systems in place before the chief executive transitions 
to a different role or leaves the organization. Make 
sure everyone knows where everything is, how things 
are organized, and who is responsible for what.  
Having witnessed the economic collapse that coincided 
with her resignation, Andrea now wishes that she 
had put more energy into building the organization’s 
reserves prior to her departure.

Getting the right people on the bus before Andrea’s 
final exit—Delicia as executive director, Rachel as 
associate director, and finally Mary in the rede-
signed curator-role—paved the way for a successful 
transition. Andrea knew that there were caring 
and capable people ready to pick up where she left 
off. “There was no Laurel and Hardy moment,”  
she says. “Nobody was jumping around going, 
‘What do I do? What do I do?’”

Andrea encourages founders to pay attention to 
their own internal transition process. Two NAMAC 
leadership retreats, some psychotherapy, and 
regular appointments with her journal provided 
reflective time that helped Andrea see that she 
was becoming less and less fulfilled in her role 
at Aurora and was craving a major change. “Four 
months before my final departure,” she adds, “I 
began an intensive yoga and meditation program 

that also provided even more balance and reflective 
time. This is not to say I wasn’t hot-headed and 
reactive from time to time, but it subdued that part 
of my personality.”

Implicit in Andrea’s description of her transition 
journey is a recommendation that founders pay 
increasing attention, with each year that passes, to 
how their attitude affects the organization. “Every-
body has their personal limit to how long they can 
do something and still be capable of doing it well, 
with fresh eyes and fresh vision,” says Andrea. 
“There are lots of things that [Aurora] does now 
that I would not have conceived of, because I was 
[so] entrenched.”

EPILOGUE: IN WHICH THE 
INTERVIEWER SEARCHES FOR 
CLOSURE. OR NOT.
As an interviewer (and coach) looking for lessons in 
the Aurora succession story, I must admit that I’ve  
always bristled at William Bridges’ concept of the 
“new beginning.” It feels too much like a drive for 
closure, as in, “Whew, that transition’s over. Let’s push 
uncertainty under the carpet and get back to what 
we know exactly how to do.” Real growth is about 
continuing to step into the uncertainty of ongoing 
transition, learning to embrace the neutral zone, and 
trusting your team to find its way through. 

I don’t know if the Aurora succession process is 
over or not. Andrea Grover’s picture is still on the 
website, and she still writes the occasional grant 
proposal—though always from home among other 
projects, and with a much clearer sense than she 
had a year ago that she is living in alignment with 
what she values most. 

And if this transition is “complete,” was it “success-
ful?” How will we know? When can we be sure? 
Aurora could flower or fold next month or next year 
or in 10 years, and we could attribute it to Andrea’s 
leaving, to Delicia’s leadership, to the economy, to 
changing audiences, or to the Man in the Moon. 

In my view, Aurora’s founder-transition process was 
successful because, a year later, the organization is 
still here, still reaching for its mission, still growing, 
still driven by a passionate team of staff and vol-
unteers who are trying to get it right for artists and 
audiences. There is plenty to celebrate. And all the 
while, the challenges keep coming.

The Aurora success story is more than a set of best 
practices for founder succession. It is unique to a 
cast of characters whose core values set them up to 
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flourish. Planning is great, lists of key issues are won-
derful, but they are useless without a shared commit-
ment to flexibility, listening, empathy, and a willing-
ness to ask for what you need when you need it.

So finally, here are a few insights that I’ve gleaned 
from the scenes recounted here. If you are a 
founder or if you wish to be a part of a successful 
founder transition:

Know the symptoms of burnout and prepare to admit 
when you begin exhibiting them yourself (Scene 3). 

Continually assess your organization—your staff, your 
board, and your strategies. Know your organization’s 
strengths and weaknesses, and be honest about ways in 
which you may be a barrier to its success (Scene 4).

Practice reflective leadership. Step back, and allow 
yourself to see the big picture. Make opportunities 
for members of your staff and board to reflect and 
learn together (Scene 5). 

As you begin to plan for succession, look for support 
from funders and service organizations, and take 
advantage of consultants with experience in transition 
planning. 

Know the potential pitfalls, and make plans to avoid 
them (Scenes 5 & 6).

Separate yourself from your role. Don’t fuss over turf. 
Don’t take things personally. Talk with your team 
about shifting roles and responsibilities. Clarify. 
Clarify. Clarify (Scene 6). 

Know and honestly assess your relationship to issues 
commonly associated with founder transitions. Your 
situation is unique, but you can learn from those who 
have been there before (Scene 9).  

Put the organization’s success above all else. 
Simultaneously, recognize that there will be times 
when getting your own needs met is crucial to  
that success (Scene 11).  

If you are a founder transitioning out of your 
organization, practice extreme self-care. Have a 
confidant outside of the organization, someone 
who is beyond the fray, with whom you can share 
your full range of thoughts and emotions, and who 
will ask provocative questions to help move you 
forward (Scene 15).

It is something of a paradox that the graceful 
navigation of a founder transition depends on an 
individual’s ability to zoom in tightly on her own 
priorities, needs, and emotions, while remaining 
capable of zooming out, at a moment’s notice,  
to assess the organization’s best interest. At its 
core, preparing for succession is about developing  
resilience, including the ability to move back 
and forth between individual and organization, 
between heart and head.

This founder succession stuff is hard. It is dicey. That 
is why it is such cause for celebration when—against 
all odds—it works. 

Planning is great, lists of key issues are wonderful, but they are useless 
without a shared commitment to flexibility, listening, empathy, and a 
willingness to ask for what you need when you need it.
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In the second half of the twentieth century, independent 
media emerged as a cultural force with multiple streams, 
including video art, independent filmmaking, community-
based radio and television, and multi-media. With an ever 
expanding palette of tools and platforms, media artists have 
been creating work, forming organizations and networks, 
and actively questioning and shaping the cultural landscape. 
In short, they have been leading.  

TEN YEARS STRONGER: 

NAMAC’S LEADERSHIP INSTITUTE 2000–2010 

By Elissa Perry

Developing people is as important as developing technologies. 
Oftentimes, the people part is forgotten.
—Helen De Michiel, NAMAC co-director

“

“
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In the late 1990s, NAMAC co-director Helen De Michiel realized that most organizational 
leaders in the media arts came into leadership as artists and practitioners trying to run and 
grow organizations. Thrust into organizational leadership for the first time, most were 
learning on the job, often working in isolation and without much in the way of professional 
development support. De Michiel observed that although some technical assistance  

and management training opportunities were emerging, few in the nonprofit  
sector were focusing on leadership development.

Around the same time, De Michiel and jesikah maria ross, co-director of 
The Learning Commons, had a chance conversation about leadership 
development and field building in the media arts. The seeds for a media 
arts leadership institute were sown. A few years earlier, The Learning 
Commons had created a well-received Community Media Leadership Institute 
for community television organizations. Building on this experience, 
NAMAC saw a way to fill a gap, pioneer something new for its members, 
and act on its commitment to capacity building in the media arts. The 
Learning Commons brought a tested curriculum and shared with NAMAC 
a belief in the potential of leadership development. Out of that nutrient-rich 
stew, a partnership was formed. The project quickly grew legs, lungs and 
heart. In 2000, NAMAC’s Leadership Institute was launched. 

THE INSTITUTE
Designed for staff leaders at all levels, the NAMAC Leadership Institute is an intensive, 
intergenerational workshop that aims to encourage and sustain visionary leadership 
in the arts. Set at the Silver Falls Conference Center outside Portland, Oregon, the 
Institute also serves as a place to get away from it all, including cell phones and email. 
With a curriculum grounded in the early work of the Learning Commons and conversa-
tions involving NAMAC and its members, the Institute began with an emphasis on 
experiential learning and the power of peer networks.

Near the beginning of each Institute, participants express their motivations and challenges 
as leaders in the media arts, setting the stage for strong peer connections around areas of 
mutual interest or concern. They explore who they are as leaders through self-assessment  
tools and creating Leadership Development Plans focused on their values, leadership 

The Learning Commons 
brought a tested curriculum 
and shared with NAMAC 
a belief in the potential of 
leadership development. 
Out of that nutrient-rich 
stew, a partnership was 
formed. 
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A commitment to multiple leaders rather 
than “one leader at the top” has been at 
the heart of the Institute from the begin-
ning, emphasizing the benefits of sharing 
leadership and leading from many places 
within an organization. 

challenges and commitments. In workshops they bring their life experiences to bear on 
topics including team dynamics and working with change. Through a synthesis activity, the 
Vision Team Project, participants apply what they have learned to final presentations that 
creatively address specific issues within their organizations. Throughout the Institute, time 
is built in for individual reflection and bonding with peers around the campfire. An evening 
screening showcases work from participants’ organizations. This event is always an Institute 
highlight, celebrating the diversity within the media arts field.

A commitment to multiple leaders rather than “one leader at the top” has been at the 
heart of the Institute from the beginning, emphasizing the benefits of sharing leadership 
and leading from many places within an organization. 

The Institute’s intensive residential format, in which participants are together for four 
full days, is also a distinctive feature, according to Paula Manley, Learning Commons 
co-director and a cofounder of the Institute. She explains, “There are a lot of skill-building  
classes available in most cities, plus a lot of great information is available online. 
Opportunities like the Institute are rare. A more immersive experience like this can 
catalyze deeper shifts.”

Although the Institute curriculum has evolved over the years in response to participant 
feedback and the changing nonprofit arts climate, the guiding principles and core 
learning objectives have remained constant.  

GUIDING PRINCIPLES INCLUDE:

Creating a learning community by facilitating a process in which everyone is both a 
teacher and a learner. The success of the Institute depends on everyone’s wisdom, 
creativity, curiosity, and generosity.

Engaging the whole person by creating multiple 
channels for learning: head, heart, hands (thinking, 
feeling, doing).

Cultivating self-awareness and systems-awareness 
as foundations for ongoing leadership develop-
ment work. This includes recognizing that leader-
ship development involves more than individual 
skill building; it involves engaging others and 
understanding the environment in which our or-
ganizations work to fulfill their missions.
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Attending the Leadership Institute was an important opportunity for 
participants to strengthen their networks and, for many, to break down 
their sense of isolation. Participants felt reaffirmed and energized by 
connecting with peers who understood the complexity of their work. 

CORE LEARNING OBJECTIVES ARE TO:

Build awareness of leadership strengths and areas for development.

Identify and practice key leadership skills for working with change.

Broaden networks of peer support for continuing learning and collaboration.

In recent years, the Institute has incorporated additional learning objectives to address 
the increasingly intergenerational context for media arts organizations and to help 
participants think about sustainability issues:

Appreciate the strengths and preferences of colleagues and anticipate the impact of 
generational differences.

Identify actions to help sustain organizations long term.

NAMAC has convened seven Institutes since 2000, providing leadership development 
opportunities for more than 140 participants who reflect a variety of staff positions 
including executive directors, program coordinators, associate directors, and media 
educators. For this retrospective look at 10 years of the Institute, data was reviewed 
from both quantitative and qualitative sources including end-of-Institute participant 
evaluations (2000–2008); findings from NAMAC’s alumni survey spanning eight years 
(2000–2008); and telephone interviews with past participants, NAMAC co-director 
Helen De Michiel, and four of the Institute’s designers and facilitators.  

MEETING THE LEARNING OBJECTIVES
Each year the Institute has been offered, the feedback from participants has been 
overwhelmingly positive. Drawing from interviews with participants and end-of-Institute 
evaluation-form data (with over 90 percent reporting), a snapshot of participant 
feedback relating to each of the Institute’s learning objectives follows. 

BUILDING AWARENESS OF LEADERSHIP STRENGTHS AND AREAS 
FOR DEVELOPMENT

“Becoming a leader is synonymous with becoming yourself. That simple; that difficult.” 
—Warren Bennis

Through self-assessment tools and informal conversations, participants reflected 
on their leadership strengths and areas for development. As one participant noted, 
“I gained an understanding of how multilayered leadership is, and that it can be 
learned. I found that very hopeful. The Institute allowed us to embrace what we’re 
good at and build up what we need to work on.” Many left the Institute feeling more 
confident. One commented, “It gave me a boost. It made me realize I could create  
my own leadership roles—to find roles that are creative and challenging without 
supervisors creating them for me.”

Participants also gained valuable insights and tools for improving their working 
relationships with colleagues on their staffs and boards of directors. One commented, 
“The Institute opened my eyes to the need to interact differently with my colleagues. 
I now realize they have different approaches—different ways of seeing the world and 
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processing information. With certain colleagues, with whom I have had differences,  
I can now adapt my communication style to work better with them.” Another said,  
“I have learned to listen better and value information when it comes to me in a  
different form than what I am most comfortable with.”

Over the course of the Institute, participants worked on a customized Leadership 
Development Plan, including specific action commitments. One attendee commented, 
“Looking back, I see that the ‘crossing over the line’ ritual was important to me.  
[This involves making a public commitment on what to say “yes” to from the Leadership 
Development Plan.] I have a tendency to let my job drift into all aspects of my life. 
Now when I see that happening, I’m much more aware of it. Doing that activity with 
others made me internalize my commitment.” 

IDENTIFYING AND PRACTICING KEY LEADERSHIP SKILLS FOR 
WORKING WITH CHANGE 

“Leadership, properly defined, is about transformation, all kinds of transformation.”  
—Joseph Rost    

Many participants highlighted the value of learning about change from the inside out. 
As one stated, “I came to the Institute thinking about what needs to change in my  
organization, but after going through these exercises and doing some thinking, now 
I’m seeing that some of my behaviors have been contributing to the problems.” Another 
said, “Our organization needs to make some major programmatic changes. If not for  
the Leadership Institute, I don’t think I would have been able to see the positive side  
of this level of change—I might have dismissed this without seeing the opportunity.”

Several participants made specific connections between their leadership style and 
their experiences managing organizational change. One said, “Experiencing the 
participatory model [at the Institute] has opened me up to different ways of engaging 
others constructively. I realize I need to enroll others more.” An insight about  
supporting organizational change through coaching emerged for another participant:  
“It was valuable to get in touch with the coaching dimension of leadership and  
understand why, based on my own upbringing, this aspect of leadership has been 
hard for me. Now I’m doing a better job of coaching employees.”

BROADENING NETWORKS OF PEER SUPPORT FOR CONTINUING 
LEARNING AND COLLABORATION 

“Isolation dissolves when leaders realize they are part of a community, that there are many 
more like them. ... They find new energy to stay in the challenges and struggles of pioneering.” 
—Margaret Wheatley

Attending the Leadership Institute was an important opportunity for participants 
to strengthen their networks and, for many, to break down their sense of isolation. 
Participants felt reaffirmed and energized by connecting with peers who understood 
the complexity of their work. They commented on the power of sharing with col-
leagues in a supportive environment, building their peer community and seeing 
the “big picture.” One attendee reflected, “Now I really see the importance of 
trust. On the first night of the Institute, what was presented was open and flexible, 
yet organized. So from that first night it opened up the space and allowed me to 
throw myself in.” Another said, “It gave me a sense of direction about where the 
field is now and how I fit into the broader picture. … I was intimidated, but meeting 
people from a diversity of groups helped me understand the bigger vision for the 
media arts and the many ways that vision is turned into action.” 

Many participants have stayed in touch with fellow graduates long after their Institute 
experience. These connections have included advising each other, collaborating on 
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As one respondent said, “More than anything, the Insti-
tute gave me tools, strategies, and confidence to apply 
my own leadership capacity. Specifically, I became deep-
ly engaged in the last three cycles of strategic planning 
for my employer despite my staff role as a film curator. 
As a result, I was able to impact the direction of the  
organization over a 10-year period.”

projects, and pursuing leads that resulted in career advancement. According to one 
attendee, “The networking was important. I didn’t know it at the time, but I was getting 
to know my future coworkers, and [I] found my future job. I had a relationship with 
them and wound up moving to a new city.”

APPRECIATING THE STRENGTHS AND PREFERENCES OF  
COLLEAGUES AND ANTICIPATING THE IMPACT OF  
GENERATIONAL DIFFERENCES

“New generations will have to decide if they want to take on the responsibility and 
power  of leadership, and find ways to make it work for their generation. The path they 
will take  to become leaders will certainly differ from older generations.” 
—Frances Kunreuther, Helen Kim, and Robby Rodriguez

Through discussions that emphasized careful listening, and a review of research 
findings on generational similarities and  differences, Institute attendees reflected 
on  the gifts of coworkers from different generational cohorts and identified strategies 
for working together. Some participants said they became more aware of the  
implications of leading in intergenerational organizations. As one commented, “I’m 
more attuned to  the biases we hold about generationally-based differences. Now  
instead of thinking, ‘You have a problem,’ I realize that we all have a role in how 
these differences play out in our organizations.” Another said, “I’m glad the Institute 
has started talking about generational issues. I believe the sustainability and  
relevance of our organizations is based on how we incorporate the next generation 
of creatives…how we respect them and make sure we continue to respect them.” 

IDENTIFYING ACTIONS TO HELP LEADERS SUSTAIN ORGANIZATIONS 
LONG TERM

“Inclusive, networked, and collective approaches to leadership are vital for the development 
of the social sector, for its power to influence public will and public policy, and for the 
personal survival of leaders in the sector.” – Claire Reinelt

Issues of sustaining leadership and sustaining organizations continue to be at the 
forefront for Institute participants. Through workshops and informal conversations, 

participants generated and 
explored a variety of ideas  
to support sustainability 
—from creating healthy 
organizational cultures to  
sharing leadership to 
building up infrastructure 
and systems.

One participant commented, 
“We were looking for ways  
to go from being a mom and  
pop shop to being a struc-

tured organization. I saw my role as one of implementing infrastructure, systems and 
processes to maintain the vision that had originally drawn me to the organization. 
[The Institute] was helpful in providing tools to get that going.”

Through their Institute experience, several participants strengthened their commitment 
to fostering leadership in others. One said, “I learned a lot about how to create other 
leaders, and how to create change through more shared leadership.” Some said they 
benefited from the creative environment at the Institute; for one participant this  
experience involved “getting in touch with my humanity, and being reminded to bring 
fun into the workplace as a way to promote creativity and new approaches.”
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PROVIDING LASTING VALUE
While participants’ end-of-Institute evaluations have been consistently 
positive, NAMAC wanted to learn more about “what sticks” for 
alumni over time. In 2009, Dewey Schott, NAMAC’s senior manager 
of leadership services, conducted a survey of Institute alumni  
to get longer-range perspective on the Institute experience and 
its value to the field. Just over a third of alumni took part (44  
respondents). Upon leaving the Institute, 100 percent of these 
respondents felt the Institute was either “highly valuable” or 
“valuable.” In retrospect, 93.2 percent of respondents still felt the 
Institute was either “highly valuable” or valuable,” while 6.8  
percent of these respondents felt the Institute experience was 
“somewhat valuable,” showing a very small drop-off of perceived 
value over time. Ninety percent of respondents reported that, 
looking back, the Institute experience “still provides value and 
influence in [my] performance as an organizational leader.”

Many alumni saw lasting results, varying in scale and scope, from  
participation in the Institute. Taken as a whole, survey responses suggest 
that the NAMAC Leadership Institute has contributed to expanded 
capacity within individuals, teams, organizations, and the field. 

BUILDING INDIVIDUAL CAPACITY

Many alumni reported that the increased self-awareness and new 
skills they developed at the Institute had a direct effect on their 
performance, including preparing them for career advancement.  
As one survey respondent noted, “The Institute allowed me to  
grow into executive director material. Right after the Institute I moved 
to a larger center, then to the executive director position. That 
would have been more difficult without the tools I gained from the 
Institute.” Another said, “It prepared me for the transition to  
executive director at my (then) organization. Having a changed 
view of leadership helped me to work with an entrenched staff and 
to develop expectations for their own development.” 

BUILDING TEAM CAPACITY

Some Institute alumni have seen improved, internal team functioning 
after sharing aspects of their Institute experience with board and 
staff members who did not attend. In particular, respondents said 
they have shared assessment tools (e.g., leadership style, learning  
style, and team functioning), group activities (e.g., values clarification), 
and other leadership resources (see “Recommended Leadership 
Resources” sidebar). One Institute graduate reported, “Understanding 
the five dimensions of leadership has affected my thinking a lot. 
Upon returning, I had my executive director take the same assessment 
to understand where our combined weaknesses and strengths are. 
We have begun discussions with our board about transitioning to a 
co-directorship because of our complementary leadership styles.” 

BUILDING ORGANIZATIONAL CAPACITY

Many alumni made a direct correlation between their learning from 
the Institute and organizational change. They offered a variety of 
examples in which organizational transformation was either enabled  
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ABINA MANNING

ATTENDED: 2001 (Leadership Institute) 
and 2005 (Executive Directors Retreat) 

CAREER PATH: Abina came to the 
Institute as program associate at Video 
Data Bank. Today she is the organization’s 
executive director. 

TAKE-AWAYS: “The experience was really 
about being more human—not being tied 
up in how-tos. It was much more about how 
to think bigger.  I was influenced a lot by a 
colleague, who said, “What you’re basically 
doing is selling things in the marketplace.” 
I was in denial about that, but by the end I 
realized, it’s OK because what we’re selling 
is a good thing! That enabled me to think 
more creatively about the business side of our 
organization. Another thing that has stayed 
with me is the idea of embodying certain 
skills that are uncomfortable at first. In our Vi-
sion Team project, I took a different role than 
I normally take. At first I struggled but I saw it 
through and ended up getting something big, 
something new.”

IMPACT: “The Institute helped me become 
more confident. I realized I’ve always been 
both an enabler and a finisher. I was a bit 
worried about how I was going to be in 
a position of authority (as a new execu-
tive director following a founder), but the 
capacity was there. It had just been buried 
from years of finishing up for other people.  
I felt really empowered:  I can do this!”  

 
NAMAC LEADERSHIP INSTITUTE 

PROFILE  1
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5-D Leadership: Key Dimensions for Leading 
in the Real World. Scott Campbell & Ellen 

Samiec. Davies-Black Publishing (2005).

The Four-Fold Way: Walking the Paths of 
the Warrior, Teacher, Healer and Visionary. 

Angeles Arrien. Harper San Francisco (1993).

Managing Transitions: Making the Most 
of Change. William Bridges. Addison-

Wesley (1991).

The Five Dysfunctions of a Team: A Lead-
ership Fable. Patrick Lencioni.  Jossey-

Bass (2002).

Facilitator’s Guide to Participatory Decision-
Making. Second Edition. Sam Kaner,  

et al. Jossey-Bass (2007).

The Center for Creative Leadership Hand-
book of Leadership Development. Cynthia 

McCauley, Russ Moxley and Ellen Van 

RECOMMENDED LEADERSHIP RESOURCES

THE NAMAC LEADERSHIP INSTITUTE HAS DRAWN ON THE WORK OF MANY SCHOLARS, ARTISTS, EDUCATORS, AND COMMUNITY DEVELOPERS, INCLUDING:

STRATEGIC PRIORITIES*

Invest in leadership development and

organizational capacity building.

Provide policy and advocacy leadership

for the media arts.

Strengthen local and regional

networks.

Build a sustainable infrastructure for

a long-term excellence.

Community building and

collaboration.

Empowerment and public voice.

Learning and mentoring.

Catalyzing civic engagement

and a more just world.

Supporting artists and diverse voices.

Cultural bridging.

Innovating and inspiring audiences

across disciplines.

Partening for greater Impact.
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Vesor, Eds. Jossey-Bass (2003).

The Fifth Discipline Fieldbook: Strategies and 
Tools for Building a Learning Organization.  

Peter M. Senge, et al. Doubleday/Currency (1994).

Community: The Structure of Belonging. Peter 

Block. Berrett-Koehler Publishers, Inc. (2008).

The Evolving Self, A Psychology for the 
Third Millennium. Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi. 

HarperPerinnial (1993).

Riding the Waves of Culture: Understanding 

Diversity in Global Business. Second Edition. 

Fons Tromenaars and Charles Hampden-

Turner. McGraw-Hill (1998).

The Tao of Leadership: Lao Tzu’s Te Ching 
Adapted for a New Age. John Heider.  

Bantam Books (1986). 
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Strongly Agree

Agree

Neither

Disagree

Strongly Disagree
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or enhanced by participation in the Institute, including leadership 
transitions, strategic planning, and organizational restructuring.  
As one respondent said, “More than anything, the Institute gave 
me tools, strategies, and confidence to apply my own leadership  
capacity. Specifically, I became deeply engaged in the last three cycles 
of strategic planning for my employer despite my staff role as a 
film curator. As a result, I was able to impact the direction of the 
organization over a 10-year period.” Another respondent, who  
participated in the Institute as part of a staff team of three, reported 
that the experience sparked significant organizational change at  
a critical moment: “This was the beginning of our executive director  
succession plan, which was an overwhelming success thanks to 
the team and skill building that was begun there.” 

BUILDING FIELD CAPACITY

In many cases, alumni continue to rely on the peer networks 
developed at the Institute to book artists, hire consultants, seek 
and provide advice, and form a variety of partnerships and  
collaborations. Many described an enhanced sense of confidence 
that helped propel them to a larger professional stage. Examples 
included presenting at conferences, joining a national board, and 
advocating for the arts at the regional, state, or national level. The  
deep bonds created at the Institute have strengthened the field’s 
foundation. For instance, one participant stated, “The planning  
and evaluation measures I created for myself at the Institute assisted 
me over the next year as I worked on and addressed my goals.  
After the year ended, I attended the NAMAC conference where I 
reconnected with my alums and we helped each other update our 
goals for the coming year.” Another noted, “I believe participating in 
the Institute allowed my organization to relaunch itself [as part of] 
the larger national community. It connected me to the field of youth 
media and allowed for deeper partnerships. My experience assisted  
me in becoming an expert in the field.” Finally, many participants 
said the Institute left them re-inspired and recommitted to the field.  
As one said, “The Institute was critical to my growth and my ongoing 
commitment to the media arts.”

LEADERSHIP DEVELOPMENT IN  
CONTEXT
NAMAC’s Leadership Institute represents a decade-long investment 
in building capacity in the media arts field. In considering the 
Institute’s future, it is useful to consider recent directions in leadership 
development, big picture trends shaping the environment, and the 
core values that sustain the independent media arts over time. The 
importance of shared leadership and shared power in nonprofits 
has been emphasized by a number of theorists, including Leslie 
Crutchfield and Heather McLeod Grant. Ron Heifetz has promoted 
“adaptive leadership,” making the case that continual learning and 
strategic adaptation, while continually remaining nimble, is essential  
for leaders and organizations in an environment of constant change. 
In the same vein, over the past 20 years Peter Senge and many 
others have developed a rich set of principles and tools for learning 
organizations and learning communities. A new wave of research 

KEN IKEDA

ATTENDED: 2005

CAREER PATH: Ken came to the Institute 
as the founder and director of Youth 
Sounds. Today he is the executive director 
of the Bay Area Video Coalition (BAVC).

TAKE-AWAYS: “I came away from the 
Institute able to confirm what I believed to 
be true already, that the youth media field 
is rich with diversity, expertise, and people 
who are out of necessity wired differently 
than the rest of the world. It is a space where 
those who work with young people negotiate 
extraordinary challenges with the youth 
they serve and emotionally with their own 
proximity to those issues. It can overwhelm 
the spirit, and those who persist are pretty 
remarkable. The Institute was really good for 
seeding advocates around the importance 
of convening and sharing (struggles, space, 
mission, ideal, resources). I think the next 
step is to really understand the strength of 
the field and what is our collective power.”

IMPACT: “The number one thing for me was 
that the Institute relieved a lot of isolation. 
I’m very grateful for the collegial friendships 
I made there. We are all in the same com-
munity; we are all connected.  Within months 
of leaving the Institute, where BAVC’s youth 
program coordinator was also a delegate, I 
merged Youth Sounds with BAVC. I’m still here, 
and though BAVC’s programs and services 
are broad, understanding young people and 
continuing to be in collaboration with them is a 
critical strategy in our success.”
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Values are central to the practice of leadership 
development. In 2006 and 2007 NAMAC embarked 
on a collaborative research project, led by Leader-
ship Institute facilitator Paula Manley, to surface and 
articulate the core values animating the media  
arts field based on the experiences of nearly 100 leaders 
in NAMAC member organizations. (See www.
namac.org for the full report.)

Eliciting stories of “times we were at our best” 
(through the use of an Appreciative Inquiry process) 
the core values below emerged. These values, 
which represent the positive core of the independent 
media arts, continue to guide the development  
of the NAMAC Leadership Institute and other capacity 
building efforts:

COMMUNITY BUILDING AND COLLABORATION

Themes of community building and collaboration 
are woven throughout the media arts. Participants’ 
stories highlighted how they are using media as  
a tool for community building from the local to the 
global levels, and how groups are collaborating 
internally among program participants and/or staff 
as well as externally with diverse partners. The 
centrality of relationship building was at the heart 
of many stories. 

EMPOWERMENT AND PUBLIC VOICE

Media arts practitioners are committed to empowering 
others and cultivating public voice. Participants 
offered examples in which others were enabled to  
share their stories and their histories through media 
education, production, exhibition, and preservation 
activities. 

LEARNING AND MENTORING

Learning and mentoring are prevalent values in  
the media arts, including intergenerational learning  
and youth development. Participants offered 
stories about learning through media education, 
media making, exhibition, archiving, festival 
programming, networking with peers, and serving 
as mentors. 

CATALYZING CIVIC ENGAGEMENT AND A MORE 
JUST WORLD

Media arts practitioners are working for a more just 
world by catalyzing civic engagement and social 
change. Participants’ stories highlighted the power 
of media to educate with independent points of 
view, engage youth and adults in their communities, 
and organize to impact public policy. Their varied 
examples ranged from a local organizing campaign 
that utilized public access television to international 
media collaborations. 

SUPPORTING ARTISTS AND DIVERSE VOICES 

Media arts practitioners share a commitment to  
supporting artists and cultivating diverse voices— 
especially those outside the mainstream. Participants 
offered stories about supporting the development  
of artists, taking risks in pursuing creative visions, 
perpetuating artistic legacies, and ensuring the  
inclusion of disenfranchised voices. 

CULTURAL BRIDGING 

The work of bridging cultures takes many forms 
in the media arts. Participants’ stories included 
examples of how the media arts are fostering under-
standing of diverse, culturally based perspectives 
through media education, media making, exhibition, 
and community dialogue. 

INNOVATING AND INSPIRING AUDIENCES 
ACROSS DISCIPLINES

Media arts practitioners value innovation and 
interdisciplinary approaches that reach new audi-
ences. Participants’ stories emphasized their  
willingness to experiment with new ideas, challenge 
existing frameworks, and work across disciplines  
to engage audiences. 

PARTNERING FOR GREATER IMPACT 

Media arts practitioners recognize the value of  
partners in extending their reach and results.  
Participants highlighted examples of partnerships 
that involved financial and other forms of support.  

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

CORE VALUES OF THE MEDIA ARTS

 

In many cases, alumni continue to rely on the peer networks de-
veloped at the Institute to book artists, hire consultants, seek and 
provide advice, and form a variety of partnerships and collabo-
rations. Many described an enhanced sense of confidence that 
helped propel them to a larger professional stage. 
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on generational change, including work by Frances Kunreuther and her colleagues,  
is pointing to the need to reconceptualize leadership—and the very structure of non-
profit organizations—in order to realize the gifts of younger generations.

A number of influential trends are shaping the environment for the media arts. 
Among those identified by NAMAC in its most recent strategic planning effort are: 
uncertain economic prospects, the emergence of media and art that is simultaneously 
global and hyper-local, online social networks that are redefining community, and 
new alliances in the public policy arena. In response to the trends, NAMAC’s most 
recent strategic plan identifies priorities for 2009–2011 with a renewed emphasis 
on leadership development and capacity building; in doing so, NAMAC is also 
strengthening the foundation that will further its other strategic priorities for the 

field. These include 
providing public policy 
and advocacy  leader-
ship, strengthening local 
and regional networks, 
and building a sustainable 
infrastructure for long-
term excellence.

Another touchstone 
that informs future 

leadership development efforts is NAMAC’s field research on the core values of the 
media arts (see sidebar). Core values can best be understood as the animating force 
that inspires those leading and working in the field—across generations, tools, and 
technology platforms. These enduring values include community building and  
collaboration, empowerment and public voice, learning and mentoring, catalyzing 
civic engagement for a more just world, supporting artists and diverse voices, bridging 
cultures, innovating and inspiring audiences across disciplines, and partnering for 
greater impact.

RECOMMENDATIONS
NAMAC can build on the success of the Leadership Institute in three fundamental 
ways: by deepening participants’ learning, broadening the Institute’s reach to 
serve more leaders, and leveraging the network for collective power and impact. 
These recommendations, which are based on ideas offered by Institute alumni,  
are well aligned with trends in leadership development, NAMAC’s strategic priorities 
in an environment of significant and continual change, and the core values that 
animate the media arts field. Each recommendation (below) includes suggestions 
for specific actions. 

DEEPEN THE LEARNING

The Leadership Institute could be strengthened by deepening the learning for 
graduates over time. For example:

Leadership institute part two. Many NAMAC Leadership Institute participants  
expressed interest in a follow-up experience. Suggestions included convening an  
advanced Institute for alumni and offering a practical intensive in which participants 
focus on specific questions or leadership challenges.

Support for young leaders. Generational demographic shifts in our communities 
and organizations are having a great impact. Recent NAMAC Leadership Institutes 
have included a focus on intergenerational dynamics. Participants emphasized the 
importance of building on this work and assuring that young leaders are engaged 

A new wave of research on generational change, including 
work by Frances Kunreuther and her colleagues, is pointing  
to the need to reconceptualize leadership—and the very 
structure of nonprofit organizations—in order to realize 
the gifts of younger generations.  
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PARTNERS

The National Alliance for Media Arts  
and Culture (NAMAC)  
is a nonprofit association that fosters and fortifies 
the culture and business of independent media arts. 
Through dialogue, collaboration, research and ad-
vocacy, NAMAC connects, organizes, and develops 
organizations.

The Learning Commons 
is a nonprofit organization dedicated to nurturing 
public spaces, creativity and community-based 
leadership. NAMAC has partnered with The  
Learning Commons to bring seven Leadership 
Institutes and an Executive Directors’ Retreat  
to NAMAC members.

FUNDERS

NAMAC Leadership Institute has been made pos-
sible thanks to support from the following funders: 

The Nathan Cummings Foundation

The William and Flora Hewlett  Foundation

John D. and Catherine T. MacArthur Foundation

National Endowment for the Arts

Open Society Institute

The Andy Warhol Foundation for the Visual Arts

FACILITATORS

A diverse team has co-facilitated the NAMAC  
Leadership Institute:

Paula Manley  
(2000–present) is an educator, artist, organiza-
tional and community development consultant, 
and cofounder of The Learning Commons.

Sonya Shah  
(2008–present) is an artist and core faculty mem-
ber at the California Institute of Integral Studies 
where she teaches interdisciplinary studies.

Daniel “Dewey” Schott  
(2005–present) is a certified coach and NAMAC’s 
senior manager of leadership development. 

Jesikah Maria Ross  
(2000–2007) directs the Art of Regional Change 
(ARC) media arts program at the University of 
California Davis. She is also a media maker and 
co-director of The Learning Commons.

Todd Samusson  
(2000) is an artist, educator, and cofounder of 
The Learning Commons.

•

•

•
•
•
•
• 
•

THE NAMAC LEADERSHIP INSTITUTE, BROUGHT TO YOU BY...

These enduring values include community building and collabora-
tion, empowerment and public voice, learning and mentoring, cat-
alyzing civic engagement for a more just world, supporting artists 
and diverse voices, bridging cultures, and innovating and inspiring 
audiences across disciplines.
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NAMAC’s Leadership Institute has developed over a decade due to the collaboration, participation and support 
of many, including 140 graduates from organizations throughout the U.S. 
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BEVERLY HACKER
ATTENDED: 2006

CAREER PATH: Beverly came to the Insti-
tute as executive director of KDHX Commu-
nity Media in St. Louis, MO. Today she is the 
co-executive director of her organization.

TAKE-AWAYS: “This was a wonderful 
opportunity to talk very frankly with peers 
about some of the reasons we do what we 
do and how it can be a drain sometimes. It 
served as a recharge, while also providing 
new skills and new perspectives to continue 
to work in a challenging and changing 
environment.” 

IMPACT: “This was the spark that allowed 
our organization to completely change our 
leadership. We are currently working as 
intergenerational co-leaders, and it’s been 
a great change. This is very new to us and 
there’s not really a good roadmap, but much 
of what I learned about myself, my leader-
ship and learning styles and the needs of our 
organization, has helped me take this very 
important step.”

 

NAMAC LEADERSHIP INSTITUTE 

PROFILE  3

in ways that develop and respect their agency and current value as 
partners, leaders, and artists. 

Implementation support. Many NAMAC Leadership Institute par-
ticipants have benefited from NAMAC’s Peer Coaching TeleCircles, 
a five-month structured program involving a professional coach 
and four peers that work through on-the-job leadership challenges. 
Additional one-on-one or team-based coaching support could help 
participants more fully integrate their learning within their leadership 
practice over time.

BROADEN THE REACH

The reach of the Leadership Institute could be broadened to support 
the development of more leaders. For example:

Additional offerings. To reach more NAMAC members and other 
arts leaders, consider new offerings in addition to the intensive 
residential format. This might mean one- or two-day workshops 
combined with web-based learning opportunities, or an Institute 
that spans a longer timeframe with a series of shorter in-person 
experiences.

Spread the wealth. Historically, a number of media arts organizations 
have sent two or three staff leaders to jointly participate in the 
Institute, a strategy that helps to solidify learning and new behavior 
once they return home. Although sending more than one person  
to the Institute is not practical for some organizations, all participants 
could be required to make an explicit commitment up front to  
share what they learn with colleagues—both to reinforce their learning 
and to spread the knowledge.

Strategic partnerships. Consider higher education partners, such 
as interdisciplinary or arts administration programs, where  
the experiential leadership development angle that is the Institute’s 
hallmark would add value to the curriculum; this kind of partnership 
could provide another professional development venue for artists 
and other practitioners. As Helen De Michiel has pointed out, 
“Artists need to understand their value and the many different 
ways they can bring their gifts beyond museums, galleries, and 
academia.”

LEVERAGE THE NETWORK

The Leadership Institute network could be leveraged for collective  
power and impact. For example:

Work regionally. Take the NAMAC Leadership Institute “on 
the road” to different regions, making this leadership development 
experience more accessible while also strengthening regional 
leadership networks; this approach would also contribute to the 
readiness of place-based networks of leaders to collaborate on 
projects or campaigns.

Engage a network of advocates. The NAMAC Leadership Institute 
has created the space and support for a network to emerge with 
strong relationships, shared values and a common vision -- a group 
of leaders who could be tapped to advise and engage in shaping 
and implementing awareness campaigns and advocacy efforts. 
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helps organizations and 
organizational leadership 
work (and play) better. 
For over a decade she 
has worked as a learning 
partner with several 
organizations, initiatives, 
and educational institu-
tions in the areas of 
leadership development, 
organizational learning, 

ELISSA PERRY

social media, and the arts, 
including the Leadership 
Learning Community. She 
is a lecturer in the MA in 
Leadership Program at 
Saint Mary’s College of 
California, and is also an 
experienced facilitator 
with a background in 
both youth and adult dif-
ferentiated learning.

Longitudinal study. While current evaluation methods successfully measure the 
lasting impact of the Institute at the individual and organizational levels, NAMAC 
would benefit from investing in an ongoing, formal, and longitudinal study  
that measures the impact of the program at the community and field-wide level.

IN CLOSING
With the Leadership Institute, NAMAC has established tools, support, and space 
with which well-established and emerging leaders in the media arts have  
expanded their capabilities and strengthened their organizations and networks. 
The Institute has contributed to the development of a field that is networked,  
collaborative, collegial, and poised to act. By deepening the learning, extending 
the reach, and leveraging the network of leaders, NAMAC can help assure that  
the independent media arts of the future are viable, relevant, and grounded in a 
powerful and inclusive vision. 

With the Leadership Institute, NAMAC has established tools, support, 
and space with which well-established and emerging leaders in the me-
dia arts have expanded their capabilities and strengthened their organi-
zations and networks. The Institute has contributed to the development 
of a field that is networked, collaborative, collegial, and poised to act.
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Previous issues of A CLOSER LOOK can be ordered in print form or downloaded at:  www.namac.org

click on:  Publications 





When we pay attention to the people who work in the arts – from individual artists building 
organizations to organizations supporting artists and their work – we discover that the commitment
to leadership awareness, training, and sustenance is crucial for long-term sustainability and 
relevance in our complex and globalized cultural ecology.

Since 1999, NAMAC has made intergenerational leadership development a keystone investment 
in its service to the field of arts and media.  As part of our A Closer Look anthology series, we 
invited seven authors to report, reflect on and interpret arts leadership as it is being practiced 
today. In its diversity and scope, this collection of essays reveals how dedicated, passionate and 
visionary nonprofit arts leaders can be as they negotiate mission, business, and values through a 
fast-moving and demanding terrain.
  
In vivid series of narratives and studies, the authors tackle issues like balancing art making and 
arts management; the entrepreneurial spirit and struggles of curators and programmers in the 
new cultural landscape; organizational succession planning; the challenges and rewards of 
first-time executive directors; and omni-directional mentorship across generations. Touching on 
the different stages in professional careers, these essays engage with themes that all leaders face: 
communication in the workplace, isolation, vulnerability, and the myriad ways to remain adaptable 
and involved in the face of changing circumstances.

What does it mean to lead creatively? It means insuring that artists and arts organizations will 
be confident in shaping their own futures in the coming years even as technologies advance, as 
the workforce changes, and organizational structures shift in response to four generations of arts 
professionals working side by side.

These groundbreaking essays on nonprofit arts leadership point to an emerging future where 
creativity and innovative thinking is the key for building nimble yet resilient organizations where 
human talent can fully flourish and grow.
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