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What People Are Saying About

SCENE CHANGE 2

EXCEPTIONAL! PERSUASIVE! With over three decades of experience in the nonprofit sector, Alan’s commitment to driving charitable impact within the arts community is truly commendable. His insightful and thought-provoking writings underscore his dedication to uplifting the underserved and marginalized, with an unwavering focus on equity and meaningful action. Alan’s ability to engage and captivate through his writing is a testament to his engrossing style and deep expertise. Having had the privilege to work alongside him, I’ve witnessed his remarkable talent in poking bears, challenging the status quo, and inciting positive change. His leadership acumen shines through as he navigates both large and small organizations, consistently demonstrating his capacity to galvanize teams towards mission-driven success. In a world where impactful communication is paramount, Alan’s unique approach to advocacy and his passion for transformation make him an invaluable asset to any mission-focused initiative. His transformative prowess and commitment to making a difference are truly remarkable.

Mark Walmsley, FRSA FCIM, Arts & Culture Network

A VISIONARY! In the sea of voices championing for the arts, Alan Harrison’s voice is unmissable. I continue to be struck by his unparalleled passion and relentless pursuit of change within the nonprofit arts sector. His unpretentious and comical demeanor bring clarity of thought and a fearless commitment to issues like elitism, diversity, equity, and inclusion within arts organizations. Whether you admire or challenge his viewpoints, Alan’s persuasive influence cannot be easily dismissed. Perhaps his most significant impact is his ability to inspire those around him to entertain new perspectives and aim for a greater, more inclusive future.

Sarah Hunt, Accelerate Social (Former General Manager, National Theatre of Great Britain)

HE GETS IT! I’ve been inspired by our conversations about nonprofit management as well as everything he’s written. He wants to make organizations better, more effective, and has the experience and wisdom to know how to do exactly that. I respect his work and learn something from him with every interaction.

Cynthia Setel, Nonprofit Change Agent/Consultant

In one’s professional life, one hopes to rely on a short, but extremely important, list of people as go-tos — the leaders, thinkers and achievers who represent such depth and breadth of knowledge, wisdom, and experience, not to mention practical and transferable skills, that you cherish them simply for being on that short, but extremely important, go-to list. For me, such a person is Alan Harrison. In the years that I have known Alan, I have learned more about running arts organizations, particularly if not exclusively not-for-profit arts organizations, than most people learn in a two- or three-year MA arts administration program — and as I’ve taught in one such program, I can actually compare his skills to curricula and confirm that Alan is, indeed, a master class in his field.

Leonard Jacobs, Executive Director, Jamaica Center for Arts and Learning, Inc.





Review for Scene Change: Why Today’s Nonprofit Arts Organizations Have to Stop Producing Art and Start Producing Impact

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, Winthrop University
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The current state of zeal among nonprofit arts boards, as demonstrated in a three-line play:

Chauncey and Edgar are sitting on a park bench.

Chauncey: Edgar, I’m against the war.

Edgar: But, Chauncey, we’re all against the war.

Chauncey: Yes, but I wrote a letter.





Preface

In the runup to the release of the first book in this series (Scene Change: Why Today’s Nonprofit Arts Organizations Have to Stop Producing Art and Start Producing Impact), we conducted a survey asking board members of varied nonprofit organizations three simple questions.


	What is your board of directors’ single most important responsibility?

	What is your single most important responsibility to the board of directors?

	If you had to pick one, what single responsibility of your board of directors is currently lacking?



We asked for only one answer per question and a maximum of six words per answer to allow us to categorize the responses.

The research was not as complete as I would have preferred, but a steady progression of answers provided key takeaways. On the first question, the most popular answer was “raising money.” On the second question, the most popular answer, by a hair, was “raising money.” And on the third question, the most popular answer was “raising money.”

The least popular answer among the respondents for the first question was “advocacy.” It was the same for the second. And the third.

You can’t raise money without being a zealous advocate. If you try to raise money before advocating, no one will know why it’s important. It’s like screaming at Giannis Antetokounmpo to make a basket … after which you throw him the ball.

And yet, countless board members have been so indoctrinated to raise money before anything else, that they become confused as to why they’re even there.

The Seminal Question: Why Am I Here?

After 30 years in the business, I can categorically say that a whole boatload of board members have little idea about what their responsibilities are. And, to make matters worse, many suffer from imposter syndrome. This lack of clarity and sense of not knowing what to do ends up being a foil for bellicose board members who use the board for self-aggrandizement. In turn, that causes a “senior” and “junior” board member mentality that ultimately obstructs progress. Board members do seem to know that raising money is important. They also have little faith in their own efforts to do so. Almost all are trying hard to achieve something for the organization, but they’re not participating in professional development or board engagement opportunities, leaving that to the leaders among them. Or, in the rare case where a “junior” board member attends a board development forum, it usually concerns a single subject (such as Diversity/Equity/Inclusion) to which the senior board members have no interest in gaining insight. They’ll cheer on the “junior” much as a parent would cheer on their child at the school play, but ultimately dismiss the findings as, at best, interesting.

In today’s version of normal, nonprofit arts board members have to become acutely aware about why they’re there. The nonprofit arts scene has changed dramatically. No longer can a company determine that its produced/presented art is a nonprofit product just by its existence. “Art for art’s sake” is not a charitable mission, it’s a cop-out. For nonprofit arts organizations, art has to be a means toward an end that will quantifiably solve or mitigate the issues in a community. That’s what those involved with charity work of any kind have been charged to do.

A quick comment on “art for art’s sake,” a simplistic, horrible phrase conveying the idea that, somehow, art is an anthropomorphized patron of itself. “Art for art’s sake” was useful as a movement in 18th century France as a group of artists’ rejection of the generalized purpose of art as a tool to serve the state or the official religion. In the 21st century, the meaning has been bastardized to convey that the production of art — pretty much any art — needs no purpose whatsoever. The art itself is the goal. That idea still might hold true for artists, but it does not hold for a nonprofit arts organization. As a charity, a nonprofit arts organization has a responsibility to mitigate the social issues of its community.

Toni Morrison was right when she said in 2008 in Poets and Writers:

All of that art-for-art’s-sake stuff is BS. What are these people talking about? Are you really telling me that Shakespeare and Aeschylus weren’t writing about kings? All good art is political! There is none that isn’t. And the ones that try hard not to be political are political by saying, “We love the status quo.”

So, the next time you hear “art for art’s sake,” just think of it as the official motto for the MGM lion (ars gratia artis) and nothing more. Look for it the next time you see old Leo, right before the movie starts. Rawr.
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I Own Your Company (At Least Partly)

My father, Daniel Harrison, a CPA for 50 years or so, used to ask me about nonprofit systems. He’d never handled a nonprofit corporation in his career, so the questions were based on his own experience.

“Who owns your company?” Dad used to ask.

My glib answer was, “You do.”

I then explained, after his famed, Spock-like eyebrow-raise that could melt the snark off of anyone, that the owners of the company are the federal, state, and local communities that approved the company to obtain a 501(c)(3) letter from the Internal Revenue Service (IRS). The owners determine the rules of engagement through the IRS code (which, incidentally, makes no mention of the arts as a tax-exempt activity; arts organizations’ tax-exemptions are the result of a few court cases that challenged that).

That said, nonprofit arts organizations like yours have been given a gift. To advance beyond the crumbling of the industry, you have one tool that gives you a chance to succeed. But you’re going to have to change the prism in which you do work to take advantage of that lifeline. That lifeline? Your organization is a charity.

BE A CHARITY AND YOU’LL SUCCEED. BE A COMPANY THAT PRODUCES ART FOR VANITY, VISION, OR, HEAVEN FORFEND, “ART FOR ART’S SAKE,” AND YOU’LL FAIL. PROBABLY BY THE END OF THIS SENTENCE.

The job of the board of directors is to represent those aforementioned owners. Your job includes determining why the company exists, raising money, hiring the executive director to lead you, finding others who can share the responsibility (and to replace you when you’re done), and becoming a freaking zealot for the company by knowing its successes and spreading the word. Above everything else, you must work in the context of your community’s actual, stated needs.

In this book, we’re going to clarify what your primary board responsibilities are: as a group, as an individual, and as a member of your community. We’ll look at the toxic nature of the narcissists among your board, staff, and donor base. And you’ll have the tools to understand why your company is there, regardless of the level of clarity that you might have had before picking up this book.

It’s hard to sit on a board, in all senses of the word “board.” Whether you’re talking about a splintery plank of wood or joining a collection of people who don’t know what they’re expected to do, a lack of clarity about why you’re there makes for a bad board experience. Use this book as it was intended and you can alter that experience and make your nonprofit arts organization work to the best of its ability as a nonprofit that happens to use art as a tool to achieve a great community.

Be the charity your community wants, not an arts company supported by the elites for the elites to participate. And if you get some blowback, raise an eyebrow. Discover why you’re getting blowback.

Call me if you need me.

Discussion Exercises/Worksheets

At the end of each chapter, you’ll find some discussion exercises for that chapter. Recommendation: discuss these items one at a time with your board. Use a portion of every official board meeting. It’s best to do so when attendance is high and you’re not having quorum issues.

That said, if the decision is made among the board members who are present, then that is the decision, regardless of those who chose not to attend.

These are not short conversations. You will need to take your time and be prepared. They will require follow-ups when community members are brought in to establish their needs (not yours).

If any impact reveals your company to be either self-serving, vague, or confusing, continue to dig to the center of the community’s needs before your own. That’s where the answer is.

Here’s where the answer is not: “Because art nurtures the soul” or “Isn’t art enough?” Neither of those thoughts help you make your community members healthier, smarter, clothed, housed, or less hungry, for example.

And that’s what nonprofits are constructed to do. Even nonprofit arts organizations. Today, in what I like to call the “Pre-Post-Pandemic Era,” that holds true especially for nonprofit arts organizations.

Your goal is specificity. Bring something precise and quantifiable to the table. Don’t lean on art as the end product. While art may be essential, your arts organization is not, nor is your version of art. The art you produce must be a tool to achieve positive (and measurable) impact.





Foreword

I love the performing arts. Ever since I was a child (thanks to my German-born artist father and theater-major-turned-elementary-school-teacher mother), they have entertained and educated me, expanded my worldview, and enriched my emotional experience.

As an adult, I have had the privilege of attending up to 50 performances per year of dance, music, and theater produced by companies large and small throughout North America, and made good friends with many of the people who make the magic happen. Through them, I learned two fundamental truths: 1) Art makes you think or feel things you would not otherwise have access to — everything else is mere entertainment; and 2) Great art can only be produced by companies with strong leadership from the top down — i.e., a working partnership between the General Director and a fully engaged Board.

Having discovered Alan Harrison’s blog during the dark days of the COVID shutdown, I now realize there is a third important tenet: 3) Art should move us not just to think and feel differently, but also behave differently — specifically, it should stir us into action to improve the world in which we live. (I refer you to Scene Change: Why Today’s Nonprofit Arts Organizations Have to Stop Producing Art and Start Producing Impact, if you have not read it already.)

As a member of several advisory boards, working subcommittees, and supporting guilds for variously sized opera companies over the past 15 years, I understand “producing impact” is a radically mind-bending and enormous challenge for most organizations
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