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A YEAR OF RAPID
 CHANGE
THE ARTS PUT PEOPLE FIRST IN RESPONSE TO COVID-19
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 A
s we enter the second year of 

life with COVID-19, the impact of 

this past year can still be felt in 

every corner of our lives. Work 

was disrupted; loved ones lost; and a 

24-hour news cycle inundated us with 

political upheaval, the murder of Black 

Americans, and racist attacks on Asian 

Americans. Arts and culture organiza-

tions were forced to cancel events, lay off 

staff, and drastically shift budgets. The 

facts of the coronavirus and institutional 

racism forced deeper examination of 

everything from unconscious biases to 

work environments to program access. 

Of all the discoveries of 2020—positive 

and negative—the most impactful is 

perhaps the most obvious, but too long 

overlooked: organizations are made of 

people and exist for people. In the pages 

that follow, we explore two areas where 

arts and culture organizations are taking 

the lead and making progress towards 

more equitable practices for their com-

munities and staff.

AN EQUITABLE APPROACH TO GRANTMAKING

by Rishard Allen, Christina Ritchie, and 

Jessica Stern 

Local Arts Agencies (LAAs) play a critical 

role in their communities as a support 

system for the arts. Pre-pandemic, 

LAAs invested an estimated $2.8 billion 

into our cultural ecosystems, and have 

consistently been at the forefront of 

navigating how to distribute funds more 

equitably throughout their community. 

The existential need for that support was 

crystalized in 2020 by the twin pandem-

ics of COVID-19 and systemic racism. As 

the work of the arts and culture sector 

continues to evolve—responding to 

new community needs, incorporating 

advances in technology, and refocusing 

attention and resources on those who 

have been historically marginalized—so, 

too, should the strategy of grantmaking. 

“ Leaders must bring real intention and
attention to not only their own well-being
at work and at home, but also to the energy 
and resilience of their team.” 
Andi Williams  |  Center for Creative Leadership



ArtsMemphis and the Arts Council of 

Indianapolis are two LAAs who car-

ried long-planned strategies into the 

COVID-19 experience and learned things 

to keep along the way.

As one of the nation’s United Arts 

Funds who has worked over the last 

six years to change a 58-year legacy of 

favoring white-led institutions to one 

that supports their full diverse commu-

nity, ArtsMemphis made predetermined 

changes and immediate responses to 

their community’s needs. 

In the past, the agency had typically 

focused their funding decisions on arts-

mission-based organizations, centering 

evaluation on mission achievement, 

administrative and artistic capacity, 

board engagement, and financial sta-

bility. In the data collected early in the 

pandemic, the massive scale of layoffs 

shifted their focus immediately to the 

needs of individuals in their commu-

nity, rather than the organizations. Arts 

organizations had been forced to cancel 

contracts or other engagements with 

80% of the artists employed the prior 

year, equating to approximately 8,500 

lost artist jobs. “Organizations are made 

of people,” Chief Operating Officer Tracy 

Lauritzen Wright shared. “And if people 

are suffering, we decided that is where 

the support was most needed initially.” 

ArtsMemphis accelerated the pre-

pandemic goal in their strategic plan to 

expand grantmaking to individual artists 

with increased funding from foundations 

who saw the agency as a ready-made 

vehicle to support artists where the 

foundations themselves could not.

For arts organizations, general oper-

ating support grants became the central 

focus with a streamlined questionnaire 

that prioritized urgent financial need. 

ArtsMemphis offered applicants the 

option to have a conversation rather 

than submit a written application, and 

found that most grantees chose to have 

that conversation. Grant payments were 

expedited to get funds to organizations 

as soon as possible. After baseline 

amounts were determined, increases 

were provided to Black-led organizations 

and organizations that serve a majority 

of people of color.

According to President and CEO 

Elizabeth Rouse, the changes had a pow-

erful impact. “Removing barriers from 

the grantmaking process combined with 

the option to have intentional conversa-

tions deepened relationships between 

ArtsMemphis and our grantees and 

allowed us to shine in our sincere role as 

a community support system.”

In the Midwest in the fall of 2019, 

the Arts Council of Indianapolis (ACI) 

led an inclusive restructuring of its 

Annual Grants Program for nonprofit 

arts organizations that would inform the 

program’s 2020 application. Grantees, 

board members, local arts funders, and 

other local arts agencies were invited 

to share input regarding the program’s 

priorities and grantmaking strategy. 

From these conversations emerged 

an emphasis on Community Impact 

as a core metric of an organization’s 

performance. This new criterion, made 

up of five priorities (Talent, Access, 

Partnerships, Education, and Reputa-

tion) designed to provide flexibility for 

the numerous types and sizes of arts 

organizations, would come to define 

the program, comprising 50% of each 

applicant’s total score. Diversity, Equity, 

and Inclusion are considerations across 

all five priorities. While the effects of 

COVID-19 interrupted the public panel 

adjudication that would have taken 

place in April 2020, preliminary scores 

revealed that this restructuring had a 

positive benefit on small and midsize 

organizations’ performance. For 2021, 

ACI was challenged with determining 

how to proceed with the program, for 

instance, if the application should be 

simplified. Ultimately, informed by the 

tremendous resilience documented 

from the arts community, they decided 

to keep the application the same. 

“We’re confident that the increased 

flexibility and inclusivity of the Com-

munity Impact prompts will provide 

applicants with the space they need  

to share how they’ve continued to 
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connect with the community,” said Grant 

Officer Rishard Allen, “even if it looks 

different than what they’re used to.” For 

ACI, COVID-19 validated their learnings 

and intentions to center equity in their 

grantmaking program.

These changes and learnings are 

here to stay, at least for now. As with  

the case of ArtsMemphis and the Arts 

Council of Indianapolis, LAAs across 

the country can continue to find more 

equitable ways to distribute support. 

OPERATIONALIZING A  

PERSON-FIRST MENTALITY

by Danielle Iwata and Marissa Shadburn 

According to a statistic from August 

2020, “40% of U.S. adults reported 

struggling with mental health or sub-

stance abuse” during the pandemic, 

and according to a poll conducted by 

Monster, over two-thirds, or 69%, of 

employees are experiencing burnout 

symptoms while working from home. 

“Burnout at those levels means signifi-

cantly reduced energy, engagement, 

and performance,” according to Andi 

Williams, MAEd, director of population 

health sector portfolio from the Center 

for Creative Leadership (CCL), an insti-

tution dedicated to cultivating innova-

tive leadership practices.

“The current environment of 

turbulence and uncertainty requires 

us to focus our attention not only on 

how we work, but importantly, how we 

meaningfully recharge in small, short, 

sustainable ways,” Williams continues. 

“Leaders must bring real intention and 

attention to not only their own well-being 

at work and at home, but also to the 

energy and resilience of their team.” 

As nonprofits reimagine the 

workplace for the future, it is essen-

tial to recognize that people are the 

driving force behind every organization. 

Their safety—mental and physical—is 

paramount to achieving missions and 

creating a more equitable workplace.

Cultivating these types of environ-

ments begins with compassion—an 

understanding that employees are  

navigating their own experiences, 

traumas, and daily lives. Brooklyn-based 

performance ensemble and dance com-

pany Urban Bush Women (UBW) has 

always held core values, as featured on 

their website, of validating the individual, 

catalyzing for social change, building 

trust through process, entering commu-

nity and co-creating stories, celebrating 

the movement and culture of the African 

Diaspora, and recognizing place matters. 

According to Development/Visioning 

Partner Assistant Brooke Rucker, “Even 

prior to the pandemic, UBW offered 

flexibility that allowed its staff to invest 

in their passions and authentically show 

up.” Children were always welcome in the 

studio, which meant that in the transition 

to virtual space, it was already accepted 

that there would be children on screen. 

Staff at CCL are working towards 

a “Burn Bright” mindset, and culture: 

“We recognize that when we keep 

pushing without stopping to recharge, it 

impacts our performance, judgment, and 

effectiveness as individuals, as teams, 

and as an organization. If we can’t show 

up as our best selves, we can’t do our 

best for our clients or for our friends 

and family,” says Pete Ronayne, PhD, 

leadership solutions partner from CCL. 

Their Burn Bright approach includes 

weekly emails (Burn Bright Bursts) with 

mindfulness tips, peer-to-peer learning 

opportunities (Burn Bright Sparks), and 

professional development (a Burn Bright 

learning journey). CCL has worked to 

develop this culture over time. Ronayne 

shared that one simple way that CCL 

started was by instituting a policy for 

no internal meetings on Fridays: “This 

opens up calendar time for the sort of 

deep work and concentration that is 

inherently more productive…people feel 

less rushed at the end of the week and 

head into the weekend feeling at least a 

little more recharged.”

Arts organizations have an edge 

when it comes to creative engagement 

for staff in a digital setting. Preliminary 

findings from the study, COVID-19 

and Social Distancing: Impact of Arts 

and Other Activities on Mental Health, 

show that just 30 minutes of active arts 

activities daily may lower anxiety and 

depression and increase life satisfac-

tion. Members of UBW’s artistic staff 

lead breathing/movement exercises, 

reflections, or yoga during staff retreats 

and occasional meetings to allow staff 

to recover and replenish. Its leadership 

acknowledges that everyone is in the 

process of shifting—and has been for 

the past year. Making time for these 

exercises goes back to the core value of 

“validating the individual,” and under-

standing that employees are people first.

Even when companies return 

to in-person work environments, 

employees and the communities they 

serve will still be navigating a collective 

trauma. A continued appreciation for 

the person-first mentality will remain 

necessary for organizational success—

not only for the bottom line, but because 

it is the right thing to do.  
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