


Part Three
Findings 

This study was undertaken to assist Art in the Public Interest in its ongoing efforts to

support and strengthen the community arts field in the United States. To do this, we

solicited a broad range of opinions and perspectives on the basic questions posed. The

Findings section summarizes data received from the ten case studies. Its emphasis is on

program characteristics, strategies and trends that could inform practice in the broader

field of arts-based community development. It includes both summaries of consultant

findings and direct quotes.55 The findings are organized in six sections, summarizing

our analysis of responses to the questions outlined below: 

1. As they have evolved over time, how have these programs defined success?

2. What ideas, values, standards, assumptions and expectations have influenced the

design, policies and delivery of these programs? 

3. What kinds of leadership and organizational practices characterize these efforts? 

4. What support strategies (funding, technical assistance, training etc.) have most con-

tributed to the success of these programs? 

5. How have these programs defined, measured and learned from their successes and

failures?

6. What persistent issues, conditions or problems confronted by these programs have

constrained their ability to fulfill their missions?

1. As they have evolved over time, how have these programs defined success?

1.1 Cross-sector arts partnerships produce expanded definitions of success. This

study’s subjects have found that partnerships between the arts and agencies con-

cerned with community development greatly expand the diversity and complexi-

ty of the work. These expanded aims shape definitions of success or failure in

different ways. First, the “we” has expanded. In addition to citizen participants,

every new sector and/or partner that becomes involved, be it a school, a neigh-

borhood block, a senior program or a small rural town, now has a say in design-

ing the program and identifying the desired outcomes. In the mix, artists doing

community work often find themselves contending with a greatly expanded

range of scrutiny and judgment. 

CityKids aims to create an
environment where
“young people feel safe
physically, mentally, and
spiritually to be, feel,
respect, express, grow
and teach.

–CityKids Web site

Making positive com-
munity change has been
more of a byproduct of
the mission than a
specific goal. 
–Carol Putnum, GRACE 
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1.2 Definitions of success in community arts work reflect community needs, assets

and priorities. For the organizations in this study, community art is principally

defined as art that is made with, for and about the communities they serve.

Service is an important quality as well, since the work is generally created to

help the community in some way. Some of these efforts have very specific objec-

tives, like crime reduction or increased literacy. Others are more broadly framed

as celebratory, commemorative or healing. And, although change often results,

very few use the word to describe their work. While the terms they do use to

describe their roles run the gamut from historian, storyteller and healer to educa-

tor, organizer and community developer, the common ground across all of these

programs is the integration of art making with community issues, interests and

assets. This shared landscape is also evident in both the formal and informal

guidelines that direct the work. The following section (1.3) describes these stan-

dards briefly. 

1.3 Some characteristics are regularly identified as keys to community arts success.

The following program characteristics and values were most often identified by

artists, administrators and participants as critical to productive community arts

work. (Many of these are addressed in greater detail in the sections that follow.)

Productive community programs:

• Have guidelines and structures that are simple, clear, and focused

• Have support structures that emphasize continuity and regularity

• Are patient and nurturing

• Accommodate mess, waste and altered plans

• Emphasize convening and networking

• Have open and regular communication

• Accommodate unpredictability

• Pay attention to details

• Emphasize quality over quantity

• Value process as much as product

• Cultivate and celebrate their history and alumni

• Try to protect their “researchers” from distraction and exploitation

• Learn from experience and incorporate lessons learned

• Practice community building

1.4 Constituents have a big say in determining goals. The mainstream art world is

constantly on the lookout for the next big thing. Some cultural historians have

opined that the best places to glimpse the cultural future are in out-of-the-way,

He said what you had to
say was important to me
and please come back.
That was it for me. When
you are 15 you don’t
have that support
everywhere. 

–Angela, Isangmahal
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left-field boroughs far from the nexus of economic and political power. If this is

true, then the diverse but distinctly off-center locales that have produced this

study’s subjects should be a motherlode of great ideas. But the most revolution-

ary ideas rising up from these programs are not new at all. The two most consis-

tently articulated principles we encountered in this study are “accountability to

the community” and “participatory democracy.” Put simply, this means that these

programs exhibit good manners and share power. 

The common sense genius here is that these programs simply walk their talk.

Their missions articulate a commitment to community participation and owner-

ship. While many programs pay lip service to this simple but hard to realize

ideal, these organizations actually do it by devoting the majority of their time,

resources and expertise to developing authentic advise-and-consent relationships

with their communities. They further demonstrate their commitment through

their willingness to stop the presses when community feedback reflects that they

are falling short of this ideal. At the Wing Luke Asian Museum, this means that

exhibitions that are curated with the community, for the community, do not go

up until the collaborative design team is satisfied. At Swamp Gravy, this means

that writing a new script each year involves both literary imagination and the art

of negotiation.

1.5 Many define community arts in terms of community cultural development. A

good number of the people we talked to defined community-based arts in terms

of “collaboration” and tangible, useful outcomes. This was as true in our conver-

sations with representatives of education, human-service and community-devel-

opment sectors as it was with artists and arts administrators. Within this group,

there was general agreement that the arts are an appropriate and useful partner

for both developmental and aesthetic goals. While many of the funders and civic

leaders interviewed were familiar with this type of cross-sector arts activity, they

felt that the work could be taken to another level. There is also a growing recog-

nition that this next level cannot be reached by solo operators and that deeper

partnerships and more integrated definitions of success will be needed to

increase the effectiveness and impact of future work.

Among the artists we talked to, success in the community arts realm was more

vaguely and broadly defined. When asked to reflect on the term, most began

with an arts-based definition but also said that they felt the lines between arts

and community-development practice had been blurring for the past few

decades. The majority understood and embraced the development of hybrid defi-

nitions of success as accurate and relevant. Many also felt strongly about the

At 50th Street and
Woodland Avenue is a
(Mural Arts Program) wall
called "Families Are
Victims, Too," a memorial
to loved ones who died
violently. Michelle
Hundley visits often with
her four little boys. She
points out one face on
the wall. Jeffrey Rushton.
Her son. Gone six years
now, a 10-year-old killed
by a hit-and-run driver.
"There's a bench in front
of his picture," said
Hundley, a nurse. "We
like to sit out there. It's
comforting."

–Philadelphia Enquirer
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potential for artistic growth and innovation offered by cross-sector exploration.

1.6 Leadership development is a natural byproduct of many community arts

endeavors. Many of these programs have found that leadership development is

an intrinsic and important outcome of community art making. Some even char-

acterized it as the most significant long-term result of the work. When queried as

to how or why this occurs, our interviewees had a variety of responses. Many

felt that the new relationships that had developed through community cultural

work naturally broadened the perspectives and capacities of those involved.

Others pointed out the empowering effect that came from working closely with

accomplished professionals in other fields. Some observed that these relation-

ships often lay the foundation for new strategic alliances and sources of support.

2 What ideas, values, standards, assumptions and expectations have influenced

the design, policies and delivery of these programs?

2.1 Commitment to community engagement is a responsibility, not a strategy. Over

the past two decades many arts organizations and funders have embraced com-

munity engagement as a priority. While the motivations driving these have been

varied, the most central goal has been the expansion of their audiences. This

makes sense. For organizations whose primary purpose is making and presenting

art, finding a public is key. In this regard, the organizations in this study differ

significantly. For a community art center like Northern Lakes, or culturally spe-

cific arts group like Isangmahal, community relationships are intrinsic to both art

production and presentation. In a sense, the work is not complete without the

community’s involvement. Community members are thus regarded more as a

constituency than an audience. This notion of a cultural constituency implies a

broad range of responsibilities and, in some instances, even obligations for these

programs. These include expectations of openness, accountability, continuity and

respect.

2.2 Missions and values are informed by practice, not ideology. Some of the charac-

teristics common to these programs arise from their long-term engagement with

the communities they serve. This extended interaction with the community

shapes the organizational culture. When the community is a partner, active lis-

tening, constructive dialogue, patience, clear communication and long-term

planning inevitably rise up as critical behaviors.

When we started work-
ing, the commitment to
growing the abilities of
local people seemed only
appropriate and logical.

–LaMoine MacLaughlin,
Northern Lakes Center for

the Arts
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