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Suggested audience 

This guide is intended for use by leaders at an arts organization, or a team of leaders. 

Purpose of this activity 

The “Arts & Cultural Organizations: In It for the Long Haul” (smu.edu/long-haul-report) report 

encourages us to plan for a new reality while maintaining hope that our mission remains 

relevant in our community. This discussion guide is meant to be used by organizational 

leadership who are seeking to assess the current state of affairs and make effective decisions 

about future priorities during a transformational moment for the arts sector. Use this guide for 

small, cohesive groups of leaders with similar levels of responsibility from across the 

organization. It is designed for participants connected to the same organization, but could also 

be used by a group of leaders from organizations facing similar challenges. 

Before you get started 

o Materials 

Participants will need a copy of the discussion guide and “Arts & Cultural Organizations: 

In It for the Long Haul” report in advance, as well as a note-taking device such as a pen 

and paper, or a digital copy of the guide on which to record their responses. 

 

o Timing 

This guide is intended to take between 60 and 90 minutes, depending on the size of 

your group. Timing suggestions are next to each question. For large groups, we suggest 

taking a stretch break after 45 minutes. A timekeeper can help keep the group on track 

by giving the facilitator two-minute warnings prior to the end of each section. 

 

o Facilitation 

Depending on how large or small your staff/group is, and how often you engage in 

group learning, this type of activity may or may not be familiar to your group. We have 

provided detailed facilitation suggestions above, and generally suggest that your role 

serve to encourage (but not require) sharing, facilitate connections between people and 

responses, and summarize key themes. A successful facilitator will move things along if 

the group feels stuck, or linger during moments of deeper connection. 

 

o Sharing 

We recommend having a process in place to share outcomes of this exercise with your 

group. You may wish to have participants voluntarily submit their responses to you, or 

you may prefer to take notes during the session and share back key themes. Be sure to 

reconnect with your group within a few days to express your gratitude for their 

participation, rearticulate key ideas, and propose a path forward for any next steps.  

 

http://smu.edu/long-haul-report
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Part I: Centering and Visioning 

Purpose: Participants are likely to come into this discussion with their personal struggles, 

concerns and distractions. The purpose of this portion of the discussion is to re-set and create a 

shared sense of calm, as well as orient participant thinking toward the long term.  

Question 1 (10 minutes) 

We acknowledge this is more than a moment of crisis. We are struggling, we may be recovering 

from illness or loss. Previous hardships and inequities may be exacerbated. Take a moment to 

acknowledge any feelings of hardship. Now take three deep breaths, 1… 2… 3… 

The report begins with this quote: “What is the world we want to see created as we move from 

not-normal to next-normal?” Jot down a few reactions, either for you personally, or within the 

context of your work at your organization.  
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Part II: Identifying what the next year might look like 

Purpose: It can be challenging to make tough decisions and decide on new priorities. The 

purpose of this portion of the discussion is to collaboratively examine the current viability of 

your organization’s activities and discuss ways to keep moving forward.  

Question 2 (10 minutes) 

You have likely already had to face some stark challenges in our new reality. If you haven’t yet, 

take a moment and document some of the key shifts at your organization from a staffing, 

programming, revenue, and expenses perspective. What are the key challenges you are facing 

at this moment? How can you leverage your relationships and resources to navigate these 

challenges? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Question 3 (10 minutes) 

The report suggests potential losses equivalent to 26% of expenses for the average 

organization. (pg. 3) What might the specifics look like for your organization? Which of your 

revenue streams will be (or have already been) affected by the crisis? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Helpful Tips: Historical data may provide insight into the potential challenges of today. If your 

organization was in existence during the 2008-09 Great Recession, are you facing similar 

challenges today? Examining key metrics such as cash reserves, working capital, and base of 

repeat customers can be helpful in determining future viability. What expenses are fixed and 

what are variable? Are there fixed expenses that might be converted to variable expenses moving 

forward? This requires an assessment of what you feel you need to own versus rent or 

outsource. 
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Question 4 (10 minutes) 

In light of your answers above, if your organization needed to operate at 74% of its current 

capacity, what are the key components of your collective work that you hope to keep? What 

staff and expenses are essential to make these components a reality? 

Is there a person or a defined team tasked with making financial projections? Does that person 

or team have the support and resources they need from across the organization to determine 

how staff resources can best be allocated? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Question 5 (10 minutes) 

Tough decisions are a given. What is your current framework for navigating the decision-

making process? Do you have a trusted circle of advisors to help?  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Suggested Reading: Ringer, Judy. “We Have to Talk: A Step-By-Step Checklist for Difficult 
Conversations”  https://www.judyringer.com/resources/articles/we-have-to-talk-a-stepbystep-
checklist-for-difficult-conversations.php 

 

https://www.judyringer.com/resources/articles/we-have-to-talk-a-stepbystep-checklist-for-difficult-conversations.php
https://www.judyringer.com/resources/articles/we-have-to-talk-a-stepbystep-checklist-for-difficult-conversations.php
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Part III: Managing our people and revenue propositions to confront the new reality 

Purpose: The report acknowledges that our people – our staff, volunteers, and board members 

– are a source of our strength. The purpose of this portion of the discussion is to center and 

consider their perspective to the best of your ability. 

Question 6 (10 minutes) 

Working remotely and in this environment is challenging for many reasons. Caretakers are 

facing increased pressure, collaborative work is made more difficult, and people may be feeling 

lonely and detached. What are the communications structures in place at your organization and 

who initiates them? Consider the method and frequency of communications your team receives 

from you. Are they effective at relaying information? Do you perceive that staff members feel 

connected to the organization and leadership? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Closing (10 minutes) 

Thinking broadly, how will you improve sustainability for the long haul? What aspects of 
your mission and work are essential? From your current vantage point, is there any 
advice you would give your past self about how to set up your organization to weather 
whatever the future may hold? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Suggested Reading: Bruch, Heiki and Sumantra Ghoshal. “Unleashing Organizational Energy.” 
MIT Sloan Management Review, 2013. 
https://cdp.app.box.com/s/d4hb09ggosqq4fehm4kdhqyhbafvvq99 

https://cdp.app.box.com/s/d4hb09ggosqq4fehm4kdhqyhbafvvq99
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About SMU DataArts 

SMU DataArts, the National Center for Arts Research, is a joint project of the Meadows School 
of the Arts and Cox School of Business at Southern Methodist University. SMU DataArts 
compiles and analyzes data on arts organizations and their communities nationwide and 
develops reports on important issues in arts management and patronage. Its findings are 
available free of charge to arts leaders, funders, policymakers, researchers and the general 

public. The vision of SMU DataArts is to build a national culture of data-driven decision-making 
for those who want to see the arts and culture sector thrive. Its mission is to empower arts and 
cultural leaders with high-quality data and evidence-based resources and insights that help 
them to overcome challenges and increase impact. To work toward these goals, SMU DataArts 
integrates data from its Cultural Data Profile, its partner TRG Arts, and other national and 
government sources such as Theatre Communications Group, the National Endowment for the 
Arts, the Census Bureau, and IRS 990s. Publications include white papers on culturally specific 
arts organizations, the egalitarian nature of the arts in America, gender equity in art museum 
directorships, and more. SMU DataArts also publishes reports on the health of the U.S. arts and 

cultural sector and the annual Arts Vibrancy Index, which highlights the 40 most arts-vibrant 
communities around the country. For more information, visit www.culturaldata.org. 

http://mcs.smu.edu/artsresearch2014/NCARDiversityPaper
http://mcs.smu.edu/artsresearch2014/NCARDiversityPaper
http://mcs.smu.edu/artsresearch2014/articles/blog-white-papers/arts-and-culture-are-essential
http://mcs.smu.edu/artsresearch2014/articles/blog-white-papers/joint-study-gender-disparity-shows-gap-persists-despite-gains-art-museum
http://mcs.smu.edu/artsresearch2014/articles/blog-white-papers/joint-study-gender-disparity-shows-gap-persists-despite-gains-art-museum
https://culturaldata.org/pages/arts-vibrancy-index-2019/
http://www.culturaldata.org/



