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What people are saying about

Scene Change

Alan Harrison’s Scene Change is not only a must-read for arts administrators and fundraisers—it’s also a must-read for donors, board members, and anyone interested in the performing arts. The book is serious and funny at the same time, and Alan’s revelations about his career in theater, starting with his gig as a “flyerer” on Broadway, show his tenacity as well as his ability to see the business side (warts and all) of arts organizations. As a donor to the arts myself, I hope that anyone who supports the performing arts will read this and take note. It’s time for a change!

Lisa Z. Greer, Author, Philanthropy Revolution

With passion and humor, Alan Harrison challenges virtually every assumption under which nonprofit arts organizations have operated for the last 50 years. But while he challenges sacred cows left and right, don’t be fooled into thinking he is a cynic because, underneath it all, this fervent manifesto reveals that he is a cockeyed optimist with a breathtaking vision of how arts organizations should operate over the next 50 years.

Robert Wildman, Associate Professor and Director, Arts Administration Programs, Winthrop University

Alan Harrison doesn’t speak softly. He’s not exactly subtle. And he seems to revel in taking victory laps when he points out business-as-usual behavior that is seriously broken. But his shoot-from-the-hip observations about what’s ailing the nonprofit arts world and what to do about it are incisive, insightful, and grounded in keen observation of human behavior. Most of all, he wants to reset the paradigm in which arts institutions ply their craft. In a world awash with shiny objects vying for our attention, he suggests that simply making good art isn’t enough; we also have to make impact by meaning something to the communities we serve. And he is full of ideas about how to do it. Harrison wants to cut away the clutter, the busy work that masquerades for accomplishment, and get arts leaders laser-focused on accomplishing things that matter. It’s time, Harrison believes, for a little straight talk on culture after the pandemic, on racial equity, on how to identify and get your community motivated to support you. He’s loud. He’s blunt. And he doesn’t seem to care if he offends. You may disagree with him as he makes you mad. That’s okay; he’s quite happy to be the provocateur. Love him or hate him, he speaks a whole lot of common sense.

Douglas McLennan, Editor, ArtsJournal
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A Special Note to You, the Reader





I’ve broken nine commandments.

I don’t think I’ve killed anyone. But there’s still time.

Clearly, I am no saint. Remember that as you read this book.

It was not written by someone giving you a Sermon on the Mount.

If you are leading an arts organization, just know that this was written by someone who experienced the same sort of anxiety that you are facing now.

And succeeded.

Mostly.





Preface

I believe it’s time to challenge the “givens” in the nonprofit arts sector.

The arts constitute the only portion of the nonprofit sector where the donor is also the user. Donors donate so that donors may attend. The “given” that the nonprofit arts industry is a playground of arts creation for those with the capital to fund it has doomed it swiftly down a whirlpool of irrelevance to become a target for paint-throwing activists railing against the uncaring elite.

The purpose of nonprofit arts organizations is not about the telling of stories or the production of art, but the production of impact using the arts as tools. The “given” that has led the sector to a deserved destruction is its vainglorious depiction of art as a goal, which has led to predictable ventures into cataclysmically elitist behavior.

Like every other nonprofit organization, they must measure their impact, not by transactional relationships of ticket buying, but by the number of people who are better off in the most fundamental societal ways because of the work.

Some artists may choose to believe that this book is not for them; it is those artists for whom this book was entirely meant. They may disagree and argue to keep their nonsensical visions of “art for art’s sake” alive. Great. Engagement is the first step toward understanding what your community needs.

Do you remember a 1972 disaster movie called The Poseidon Adventure?

An enormous, obsolete cruise ship gets flipped upside-down by a tidal wave. A small, courageous, but ordinary band of passengers recognizes that to escape, they have to travel upward, toward the hull. A priest (Gene Hackman) leads them, both physically and spiritually.

There was a scene in the movie early on where our plucky gang of travelers came across a large group of passengers led by crew members downwards, toward what they believed was the only exit from the ship, the deck. The crew members only knew one way to behave in this situation, and that was to get the passengers to the upper decks, which were submerged under hundreds of feet and hundreds of thousands of gallons of water.

Hackman pleaded with those lemmings to join their group and move upward, but the lemmings continued downward to their certain, violent, drowning demise.

“You’re going the wrong way, dammit!” yelled the priest.

Think of this book as Gene Hackman.

The easier path—the path to produce art for its own sake, for acclaim, or for vanity—is to travel downward. It is a well-worn path to panic-ridden discussions of institutional survival (never a goal), financial ruin, and taking money from an increasing number of toxic donors, all of which will be discussed.

The harder path upward is the one that can lead to success—producing art as a tool of community impact in order to help people. It is to remember that of the words, “Nonprofit,” “Arts,” and “Organization,” the word “Nonprofit” is far more important than the other two.

If, after reading this, you insist on traveling the “art” path instead of the “nonprofit” path, all I can say is this:

You’re going the wrong way, dammit!





Foreword

Relationships.

They’re delicate and fiddly.

On the pages that follow, you will find a lapel-yanking invitation to examine the relationship you have to the arts in your life.

In relationships, we find our most heart-opening, soul-stimulating experiences. We lift others, and they lift us, and on and up it goes in a collaborative chorus that feels glorious for all.

Relationships can also take us on a blurring ride, battering us, only to deliver our brokenness to a lonely spot of contemplation: “What was that?” Relationships have that towering, undeniable power.

Somewhere in the middle of this high and low is a spot, a sweet one, where relationships break us open and sway us to reconsider our beliefs, ideas, and needs. Alan Harrison’s Scene Change is exactly that challenge, that record-scratch moment.

For anyone who is involved in, interested in, or a beneficiary of the arts, this book is a call to form a new, forward-curious relationship with the live, artful performances you ingest and support. Whether you are an artist, administrator, donor, patron, foundation, your city’s cultural official, or an occasional ticket-buyer, take this as the brick it is intended to be—let it crash through your window and thud down. That one brick will be the first in establishing a new, sturdy foundation to a more enlightened relationship.

Alan’s tone is urgent. And no wonder.

TRG’s recent state-of-the-industry report (September 2022) revealed that revenue from performing arts ticket sales in the US and Canada was down 18%. Companies were selling 26% fewer tickets than before the pandemic. Philanthropic revenue from individuals was down 25%, with a 13% decrease in the number of gifts. These realities coat what was already precarious footing for the performing arts.

With Scene Change, Alan examines several root causes that have led us to this gray-skyed predicament. Truth? The lackluster performance and limited impact of arts organizations have been long in the making. Arts administrators and boards have passed down to us practices and cultures that have been bred over decades. Our margins have thinned and as a result our appetite for risk is next to nil. Our arts now require consideration beyond the lights, camera, action. Our beloved orchestras, theaters, dance, and opera companies need to be bigger.

Let’s consider how particular actions create real trouble for us, all the while preventing us from making life-changing impact in our community.

A few years ago, TRG was working with a $4.7 million, US-based ballet company. The organization was stellar (albeit scrappy) in its fundraising abilities. They got results. TRG was engaged to analyze the transactional loyalty of the company’s patrons based on each household’s frequency and recency of transaction (subscription, single ticket, donation) and the monetary investment of those transactions over a five-year period. As we cracked open the analysis, we gasped: a mere 0.05% (87 households) of the database was making up 53% of the ballet’s total patron income. The very life of the organization was held by 87 people, with most of their interaction provided via donation.

Together with the client, we examined the CRM file for each of these 87 households: had they donated this year? It was late May, and the fiscal year was ending in a month. Our team began to sweat upon learning that many had not sent in their donation. Their six-figure donation. Why had they not donated?! No one really knew the answer. More sweat.

As the fiscal year concluded, 44 of those 87 households (51%) downgraded their donation for a total loss of $554,000. In ONE year. Now, others upgraded, yes, which closed the aggregate gap significantly down to $140,000. But where did those relationships go? The organization spent the last month of their fiscal year begging for more money from those that had already given, masking the exits of 44 relationships—relationships. These numbers on a $4.7 million annual operating budget. The ability of this ballet company to expand its thinking beyond survival was leveled flat.

In the months following, the company reached out to those now-dormant donors. Some had life reasons for not renewing their gift, others contended they hadn’t been cared for in the way they expected, and a few were candid about feeling their contribution had little meaning. Many didn’t answer the phone.

How sad. How avoidable.

What plagues our field and repeatedly creates near-death scenarios like the one described above? Alan offers an experienced, care-laced perspective: we’ve got our relationship to the arts upside down and backwards. We produce and support art for art’s sake. As for the remedy, Alan says we must earn and honor our status as a 501(c)(3) by reflecting and serving the communities we’re in and the people that comprise them.

With a plea and gentle slap, Alan provokes us to reconsider all our arts relationships: our reliance on donors, the reasons why we sell tickets, the metrics we look at to judge success, our paltry attempts to create equity, and the very meaning of “Artistic Director” or “Executive Director” titles. On our field’s behalf, Alan has grown impatient. He sees absolute disruption as the catalyst to change. From Chapter 4:


What if nonprofit arts organizations chose to run like the nonprofit service organizations that they were intended to become? How do we get to the part where boards ask about the welfare of the people served rather than the financial results of the latest production/event/exhibition? What if they happen to engage in the arts in order to fulfill a societal need? What if they acted like a refugee protection society instead of a racetrack? What would that look like?



Alan paints a compelling case, backed by quantified examples, for how our nonprofit status can propel positive societal change. If we reset our relationships, we can conquer hunger, homelessness, racism, and loneliness. Compelling, indeed.

If you’re a data-geek like me that needs an appetizer of transactional proof that the arts can have a collective impact, let me serve that to you here:


In a large-scale, community-wide study of nearly 1 million arts transactions from 17 organizations, 38% of all patrons that bought tickets and/or donated to 10 or more different organizations (“culturally promiscuous”) were transactionally more loyal to each individual organization (vs. 12% of patrons who only engaged in 1–4 organizations across the community).



We see this result time after time, yet our organizational relationship to fellow community arts organizations is defined by “yours” and “mine.” How might our community feel about that proprietary behavior? What do we collectively lose by staying in our lanes, producing art for art’s sake, instead of focusing on the real change we can bring about in our communities?

As I began to read Scene Change, I felt discomfort. You might, too. But that is by design. Allow this brick to break through your window and let in some fresh air. Art, after all, is a living, breathing thing, and it is ready for a new relationship. Prepare to be courted.

Keri Mesropov

Founder and Executive Director

Spring Talent Development

Former Chief Talent Officer, TRG Arts
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Introduction

Have you ever had a $15,000 payroll due on Friday with only $500 in the bank? And it’s Wednesday? And suddenly, your artistic director has a fit about the poster art for the play, screaming at the marketing director, causing her to quit on the spot? And you’re so panicked about the lack of money that you don’t ask for help, instead going into paralysis mode and doing the stupidest thing you could do—ignore the bad behavior and put a cash advance on your own credit card?

I did that.

Yeah, I know. Dumb.

Because of that idiocy, I started to re-evaluate what it meant to run a nonprofit arts organization. Not just an arts organization; a nonprofit arts organization. Surely, it couldn’t be just putting on plays and dealing with divas (both performers and donors), right? If an arts organization were a charity, there had to be some public good, didn’t there? Was art a public good if you couldn’t measure how good?

At the onset of my consulting career, I asked artistic directors across the industry (theater, symphony, dance, opera, museums, etc.) what “nonprofit” meant to them. Originally, it was an icebreaker, but ultimately, more than any other question, it spoke to the heart of the problem.

In the main, responses tended to center on the idea that “nonprofit arts organization” is a basic legal term, and not a term of meaning. To most, it simply described any arts organization that wanted to reap the benefits of tax exemptions and accept donations to defray the costs of producing art.

That was eye-opening. More than that, it was validating.

After reading the IRS’ description of what qualifies as a 501(c)(3) organization, even years ago, I had wondered why the arts were never mentioned as an exempt activity—and yet there were so many nonprofit arts organizations in existence. Could they all be misrepresenting themselves to the government? All of them?

Epiphany.

In case you’ve never read the statute, here is the relevant text from Section 501 of the IRS Title 26, Subtitle A, Chapter 1, Subchapter F, Part I, Subsection (c), Sub-Subsection (3). Look for the area in which the arts are specifically mentioned as exempt purposes:


Corporations, and any community chest, fund, or foundation, organized and operated exclusively for religious, charitable, scientific, testing for public safety, literary, or educational purposes, or to foster national or international amateur sports competition (but only if no part of its activities involve the provision of athletic facilities or equipment), or for the prevention of cruelty to children or animals, no part of the net earnings of which inures to the benefit of any private shareholder or individual, no substantial part of the activities of which is carrying on propaganda, or otherwise attempting, to influence legislation (except as otherwise provided in subsection (h)), and which does not participate in, or intervene in (including the publishing or distributing of statements), any political campaign on behalf of (or in opposition to) any candidate for public office.



You’re right. It isn’t there.

There are very specific buckets in which exemptions may fall, except one word in the second line: “charitable.” “Charitable” has a host of meanings and has been used as a “miscellaneous” item for many years now, especially in arts organizations, because there is no other category under which they fall.

Happily, the IRS has defined “charitable” for everyone, which saves all of us from having to define it ourselves:


The term “charitable” is used in its generally accepted legal sense and includes relief of the poor, the distressed, or the underprivileged; advancement of religion; advancement of education or science; erecting or maintaining public buildings, monuments, or works; lessening the burdens of government; lessening neighborhood tensions; eliminating prejudice and discrimination; defending human and civil rights secured by law; and combating community deterioration and juvenile delinquency.



“Charitable purposes.”

That was it. The jigsaw puzzle’s last piece. The business of creating art is not easy. But is that because the goals are more tied into the production of art rather than the charitable goal of making your community better?

When we use the word “impact” in this book, what we mean is the betterment of society, not a powerful artistic achievement. The latter can be magnificent, but if the needy in your community are not being cared for—the issues of hunger, discrimination, social justice, homelessness, animal cruelty, and literacy are among the most prevalent targets for nonprofit organizations—then there is little impact. Without impact, arts organizations reveal little in the way of indispensability for the community that granted them the ability to forego some taxes. Charitable purposes deal with impact, not with pretty or poignant art that entertains the elite.

Recently, a former artistic director for a huge American nonprofit arts organization publicly bemoaned the decline in the number of acting companies: “Why are we closing our entry points for young talent? Why do our priorities always seem to be on admin rather than artists? It’s time to reimagine.” In his/her opinion, what stakeholder has the art served when things were glorious? The company? The artists? The production? The talent?

Wait, what?

Where is the community in all this artistic wailing? Maybe, and I know this sounds kooky to some, the fact that the community (through its government) actually allowed you to become a nonprofit in exchange for charitable activities means it’s the community that should come first.

A wonderful friend once asked in rebuttal to community-centered, measurable impact, “Isn’t art enough?” My response then was as it is now: “Art being enough is not the question. Art is enough. But nonprofit arts organizations are not art. They don’t even create art; that’s what artists do. They are charities, in the business of creating positive impact using art as a tool.”

To be clear, “positive impact” does not equate to an audience member becoming spellbound by a performance. It only succeeds when a whole community becomes more functional. Measurably, quantifiably more functional.

How does your art benefit any of these members of your community? How do you quantify that—from their vantage point?

The answer to that question is specific to your community’s needs and the operations of your nonprofit arts organization in addressing them. Each community is different, of course. But if your community has glaring needs that beg to be addressed in more creative ways than town halls and community planning sessions, this is where you can quantify your impact.

For example, let’s say your community is defined geographically. It is a small section of a large city in which housing is expensive, wages lag behind inflation, and there are homeless encampments everywhere. How can your arts organization tackle these problems?

Can you present art to those homeless people to elevate their lives? Can you work with social service organizations to provide comfort to those with mental health problems? Can you use your bully pulpit to speak to the issues with your art rather than leaning on entertainment as a goal?

Then, to quantify your impact, tell the world how many homeless people have been introduced to housing because of your work. Did you increase your attendance of people with no means? By how much? What happened after they came? Did you host a job fair or include them in your volunteer work? What was the financial impact of that for those people?

Continually ask yourself why your community is measurably better because of the work you do. You’ll be cajoled, coaxed, hectored, and maybe even bribed to find a way to produce impact instead of producing art. You might even get offended, or at the very least, impatient, looking for some all-encompassing answer that does not exist. Disequilibrium is the first step toward change for the better. There are ideas and samples nearer to the end of this book. They’re not all-encompassing, to be sure, but you’ll get a better sense of where you need to start.

But before you get to that, you’ll see a lot of questions within these pages. A lot. You’ve seen some already. Many of them don’t have ready answers.

These questions are not a final exam. They’re not even a pop quiz. Don’t try to get an A; that’s not the point. There is no A. Just as there is no F. These questions have been posed to determine the best ways to incrementally increase your effectiveness by increasing your impact on your community.

Use them broadly. Ask any and all stakeholders. Get the data. Without the data, you’re just guessing.

Three final thoughts. The first is to keep a pen handy as you read so that you can write in the margins. Books aren’t sacred, even the Bible. The word “Israel” translates in English to “wrestling with God,” an idea that change is inevitable and stasis is dangerous. It also refers to the provocative nature of words—that none are to be taken as, ironically, gospel.

So, go ahead and underline areas of concern. Circle paragraphs that surprise you or sentences that usher new ways for you to look at old problems. Rip out entire pages, if you like. It’s your book. As the old Lay’s Potato Chips slogan went, “Crunch all you want. We’ll make more.” You can always buy another copy.

The second thought is often offered in these kinds of books, but seldom followed. Fail fabulously, many times, with gusto. If you fail once and only once, you’re just not trying hard enough. If you never fail, you’re coasting. Remember that no mistake is fatal unless someone actually dies.

The third thought is crucial: if you have to tell someone that something is relevant, it’s not.





Chapter 1

Dependence and Show Biz

Broke, Bedraggled, and Bewildered

I never set out to be an arts administrator, let alone an executive director. I didn’t even understand what a nonprofit organization was. I was just another struggling actor in New York in the early 1980s. At one point, I had about $5 in my bank account. And I needed, as most unemployed performers put it, a job job.

A friend helped find me a job handing out flyers at the TKTS booth at Times Square at 47th and Broadway. Then, TKTS sold day-of-performance, half-priced tickets from a dilapidated trailer. It was commerce on the wild and woolly side, open every day.

TKTS was right in the middle of Times Square. Around the corner from the Gaiety (good chicken soup) Deli. Around the corner from the Gaiety (live nude male porn) Theatre.

There was a homeless guy who came by TKTS every day. Let’s call him Sam. Usually drunk on Night Train. Sometimes with a shopping cart, sometimes without. The kids who worked as runners (no sophisticated system here: messengers literally ran from the theaters to TKTS with a new shipment of tickets to be sold at half price) would make fun of Sam, even though in actuality, most were terrified of him. Sam was a large, fortysomething Black man with filthy, torn, military-type clothes. He spoke in a garbled basso profundo voice that had a deep and rich timbre to it. You just couldn’t quite figure out what he was saying because
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