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Abstract

This research seeks to answer the question: “Do meetings matter for advancing cultural
policy?” The question is approached theor etically and compar atively by examining the
broader literature on policy making, as well specific case studies of meetings in other
fields, in order to draw lessons and implications for arts and culture; discursively and
ethnographically, by attending the annual meetings of arts service associations and
recording and interpreting how people at these meetings talked about problems and
policy; and empirically, by looking at a sample of conference program books over ten
years and coding and analyzing what issues were discussed and who was invited to
discuss them. We aso studied, in detail, what a random sample of 40 participants say
they learned at a particular annual convention and what policy-relevant actions they took
as aresult of having attended the meeting. Overall, we find that meetings are not
currently effective tools for advancing policy in the cultural sector, with some notable
exceptions. In arts and culture, where resources are modest, where the policy community
is fragmerted, where problems are poorly defined, where there is no central authority or
government agency, and where issues have low salience for the general public, well-
timed and carefully orchestrated meetings can perhaps play an even more important role
than they do in other fields.
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Chapter 1: Introduction and Overview:
Mesetings are big business, or in other words, talk is not cheap. A study by Deloitte &
Touche LLP suggests that conventions, expositions, and meetings generated $82 billion
in total direct spending in 1994, supporting 1.57 million jobs (Rog and Wolffe 1994).
Meetings of associations and membership organizations, as opposed to corporate-
sponsored events, account for the lion's share of this spending (68 percent). Many of

these associations serve the arts and culture.

In a recent paper Margaret Wyszomirski and Joni Cherbo (2001) conclude that there are
more than 700 national membership organizations supporting the cultural sector, with a
median size of 670 members per group.?  If each of these associations sponsors an
annual meeting that is attended by, say, one-third of its membership (or approximately
225 people) then aggregate meeting expenditures per year would top $157 million.® This
does not include state, regional, and local meetings of membership organizations. Nor
does it include foundation, government, or university sponsored meetings, which might
conceivably bring the total to $200 million. To be conservative, let us say that our
estimate is twice as high as the actual total. That would still mean that close to $100
million are spent every year on meetings designed to advance and support the artsin the

United States.

2\Wyszomirski, M and J.Cherbo. 2001. “Mapping the Associational Infrastructure of the
Arts and Culture Sector: A Research Report to the Ford Foundation.” April 2001. Arts
Policy and Administration Program, The Ohio State University.

3 Assuming that the average cost of attending a conference — including room, board,
travel, and conference fees — is $1,000
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This number is, coincidentally, amost the same as the current annual appropriation for
the National Endowment for the Arts (NEA). Scholars, journalists, politicians, and arts
leaders take very serioudly the public’s investment in the Endowment. In fact, since
1990, there have been more than 500 articles in the New York Times alone that discuss
NEA funding, not to mention the dozens, if not hundreds, of articles and books that have
been written about the subject. Asfar as we can ascertain, Wyszomirski and Cherbo are
the only scholars or analysts to recognize that the associational infrastructure matters to
arts and culture, and they have not begun to tackle the question of whether and how the
meetings that drive these larger associations — as well as smaller policy forums,

workshops, and advisory committees - have an impact on the cultural sector.

Do meetings matter for advancing and strengthening the arts and culture? Could they be
used to greater effect? These questions motivated a two year inquiry, “Meetings that
Matter”, supported by the Pew Charitable Trusts and co-directed by Alberta Arthurs of
MEM Associates and Steven Tepper. Meetings, of course, can matter in many ways,
including creating forums to exchange information, establishing and reinforcing
networks, and pursuing policy, program, or research goals. Although other meeting
outcomes are equally deserving of research and analysis, our investigation focuses on the
latter — the pursuit of what might loosely be called cultural policy. Do existing meetings
serve to identify pressing cultural needs, discover ways to address these needs, and
advance or change practice and policy? How might meetings and convenings be
improved? What resources might be invested to link meetings more directly with

purposeful action? What configuration of existing meetings and potential meetings might
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contribute to a more coherent and integrated field of cultural policy? This monograph
discusses how we approached these questions, lays out some preliminary results, and
offers suggestions for how to use meetings more effectively to advance policy for the arts

and culture.

Meetings of cultural and arts practitioners and scholars come in all shapes and sizes. For
the purposes of this research, we are examining annual meetings of national arts service
and membership organizations, ad-hoc conferences and forums, advisory groups such as
taskforces and commissions, and a variety of other gatherings where advancing policy is
aprimary objective. Many of these meetings are supported by foundations and nonprofit
organizations, some are arms-length bodies loosely connected to the government while
others are direct instruments of the government. We are not studying intra-organizational
meetings (e.g., board meetings) or meetings that are part of the normal course of
democratic governance (e.g., hearings or legislative committees). We are interested in
how these conferences connect to cultural policy. The working definition of cultural
policy that we used is as follows: cultural policy represents the decisions (by both public
and private entities) that either directly or indirectly shape the environment in which the
arts are created, disseminated, and consumed. It isimportant to reiterate that our inquiry
does not attempt to evaluate meetings based on how effectively they build networks
across afield; how well they deliver professional training and development; or the extent
to which they foster general learning. We restrict our focus to the policy dimension of

meetings.
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Our research, described in the following chapters, begins with an inquiry into previous
studies of the political or policy consequences of meetings. Surprisingly, given that
meetings and conventions represent a larger proportion of the Gross National Product
than the publishing industry and only dightly smaller than legal services, we found only a
handful of books and articles that investigate their impact — and these studies focused
narrowly on Presidential commissions and higher education reform commissions.* Early
in our research we sought the guidance of John Kingdon, author of Agendas, Alternatives
and Public Policies, a seminal text on the process of policy-making. “You stump me
here,” he wrote in an e-mail. “ Deliberation about policy choicesis of course important,
and it occurs al the time...| just never thought of ‘formal meetings as a separate
category of analysis.” Therefore, in chapter 2, we review existing models of policy
making in order to build a theory for the role of meetings and convenings as tools in the
policy process. We aso review afew studies on national and state-level commissions,
and we scan severa case studies of past meetings in a variety of fields. From this review,
we identify when specia convenings — especially gatherings of “expert” advisory bodies
—might be useful tools. In addition, we draw together dozens of lessons about the
characteristics of meetings (and the reports that they produce) that lead to positive policy
outcomes. Finaly, in chapter 2, we link these findings to the unique policy chalenges

and opportunities facing the cultural sector.

In chapter 3 we look at a particularly important forum in arts and culture: the annual
meetings of national arts service associations. We attended more than a dozen of these

meetings as “ policy ethnographers,” paying careful attention to how communities or

4 See for example, Chapman 1973; Flitner 1986; Ginsberg and Plank 1995; Komarovsky 1975; Luck 2000).
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artistic disciplines understand cultural policy, how they frame their concerns, and the
extent to which they are able to move conversations up the “policy ladder”- a framework
that we use to analyze and categorize the various policy-relevant comments that are made
throughout a meeting. Chapter 3 also analyzes the content in program books for the
annual meetings of seven national arts service associations over eight years. We examine
the title, description, and speakers for each panel, plenary address, and break-out session
to see 1) how often policy issues appear on the agenda, 2) the nature and diversity of the
panelists and speakers, and 3) the extent to which policy topics either overlap conferences
or fields or are specific to one or another (and how this changes over time). We are
particularly interested in the degree to which the arts community is fragmented or unified
in its approach to policy concerns. After providing a statistical portrait of how policy
gets discussed and the range of topics and participants at annual meetings, we draw upon
our own observations at these meetings, along with roundtable discussions with almost
100 arts leaders, in order to highlight afew emerging topics and themes that cut across

disciplines and fields.

In addition to this birds-eye view of policy-relevant concerns across disciplines and over
time, we studied in detail the outcomes of a single meeting. At the conclusion of
PARTicipate 2001, the joint summer meeting of the National Assembly of State Arts
Agencies and Americans for the Arts, we conducted exit interviews with forty
participants to determine what they learned and what strategies and actions they planned
to undertake as a result of having attended the meeting. We then followed up with these

participants to determine what they had actually accomplished in the interim and to
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ascertain possible barriers to action. Chapter 4 summarizes this assessment, highlighting

its methodology and outlining potential future research.

The concluding chapter of this report attempts to synthesize what we have learned to date
and to suggest tentative strategies for how the cultural sector can make better use of
existing meetings and pursue new convening strategies to advance and improve policy
making in the field. This monograph is much larger than we initialy intended. In part this
reflects our need to bring together a variety of sources and approaches in order to
understand the convening landscape in art and culture. But it also reflects our increasing
enthusiasm for the opportunities presented by a more deliberate and strategic approach to
convenings. We hope that these findings will give pause to anyone who cares about
cultura policy, encouraging him/her to approach future and potential meetings both more

critically and more opportunistically.
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CHAPTER 2: TheRole of Meetingsand Forumsin the Policy Process —
L essons and I mplications for the Cultural Community

I ntroduction
To answer our primary research guestions “do meetings matter for advancing policy in
the cultural sector?’, we began by investigating what existing policy research says about
meetings generaly. In other words, do meetings matter for policy in other, more closely
studied domains? This section opens with alook at afew prominent theories of the
policy making process, with specia attention to the extent to which meetings and forums
are or are not emphasized. In general, we find that scholars have not devel oped strong
theories about where formal meetings fit within policy development and practice. We
then turn to review briefly the existing case study research focusing on presidential
commissions, convenings in the education sector, and selected studies of commissions
and task forces in other fields. Based on this review, we highlight several broad lessons
about when strategic forums (especially formal advisory groups) are appropriate for
advancing policy as well as features that are linked to successful outcomes (policy
implementation, public awareness, intellectual development of afield). Finaly, we
examine the unique challenges facing art and culture as a policy field and the role that
meetings might play in helping to shape cultural policy. We conclude this section by

introducing a grid that presents a rough-hewn typology of 30 different meeting types.

Policy Making and Convenings: A Review of the Literature

For the last three decades, political scientists, sociologists, and policy analysts have paid

increasing attention to the processes by which policy is made in the United States.
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Typicaly, they have focused on pre-decision policy (agenda setting, pressure groups,
political mobilization); decision making and authoritative choice (congressional and
presidential decisions, legislation, rule making, the role of public opinion); and policy
enactment (public administration, implementation, program evauation). Additionally,
there has been arenaissance in interest about “deliberative democracy” — the idea that a
democratic government prospers only when its citizens participate actively in forums and
discussions about issues of public concern. This latter focus might be considered the
public “context” for policy making rather than the decision making process per se. In
the next section we will focus primarily on the first process (pre-decision agenda setting)
and refer briefly to the last (deliberative democracy). Again, we are hoping to identify

how meetings and forums fit into these theories of policy making.

In 1984 John Kingdon published his field-defining work, Agendas, Alternatives and
Public Palicies, which set out to understand, “why important people pay attention to one
subject rather than another, how their agendas change from one time to another, and how
they narrow their choices from alarge set of aternativesto avery few.” (1). Kingdon
approached his research question by interviewing 247 opinion leaders (congressional
staff, lobbyists, upper level civil servants, political appointees, researchers, elected
officials, consultants) in the fields of health and transportation. He asked these
individuals, “What major problems are you and others in the (health/transportation) area
most occupied with these days? Why? What proposals are on the front burner? Why?’
(5). Based on the data he collected, Kingdon created a model of agenda setting that

includes three separate streams, each operating relatively independently from the other.
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First, the problem stream consists of the set of issues that government, the media and the
public believe are pressing and in need of attention. He suggests that problems come into
bold relief when indicators change (e.g., unemployment rises) or by afocusing event
(e.g., train crash). Second, the policy stream involves the set of alternatives, at any one
time, that are considered and debated. This set is drawn from alarger "policy primordial
soup" made up of popular and less popular alternatives and ideas that are circulated by
specidists, academics, and think tanks. Finally, Kingdon discusses the political stream, or
what others have called the political opportunity structure — in other words, the extent to
which decision makers are receptive to new ideas and alternatives.  Swings in the
national mood, public opinion, a change in administration, pressure exerted from interest
groups, elections, and Congressional turnover al affect the political stream and the

willingness of decision makers to entertain certain ideas.

Kingdon emphasizes the importance of "coupling”, when the three separate streams --
problems, policies and palitics -- come together. At such moments, "solutions become
joined to problems, and both of them are joined to favorable political forces' (194).
Coupling is most likely to occur during a window of opportunity, which typically opens
when either a problem emerges in a highly visible manner or by a change in the political
stream (new pressure, campaign, election, administrative turnover, scandal). Windows
can be predictable — for example, rule making or when legislation comes up for renewal.
They can also be unpredictable — such as, an airline crash or a corporate scandal.

Kingdon suggests that policy entrepreneurs (foundation officers, congressional staffers,
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lobbyists) are key to bringing together the three streams and pushing their pet projects at

just theright time. Kingdon’s policy processis depicted in figure 1.

Although meetings and forums are not explicitly mentioned in Kingdon’s model, it is
worth examining figure 1 to see where such gatherings might fit.  In the problem stream
it is clear that certain high-visibility commissions, taskforces or summits might draw
attention to changing indicators or might serve to re-frame a problem in a new way (for
example, when the Kerner Commission reported in 1968 that the problem of racial
unrest and violence could be recast as a problem of white racism). Other forums might
serve to bring together specia interest groups to identify a collective problem that was
overlooked before they found a common voice and message (such as, recent efforts to
bring together libraries, museums, artists, scholars and free expression activists around
issues of copyright and the public domain). Finally, convenings can be used to vet and
amplify the findings of new research that identifies a growing or urgent problem — that is,
they can be the window dressing to call attention to an important report that might

otherwise be overlooked.®

With regard to the policy stream, meetings and forums are essential. The policy stream
contains what Kingdon calls a“community of experts’ — scholars, policy activists

government program managers — who share idess, review each other’s proposals,

® For example, the Advisory Council on Historic Preservation (ACHP) released areportin 2001 that
highlighted “chronic problems’ in the way federal agencies and departments manage historic resources
owned by the government. The report identified thousands of federal properties that were in danger from
neglect and found that the federal government was not complying with existing legislative mandates. The
report, Caring for the Past, Managing for the Future: Federal Stewardship and America’s Historic Legacy,
received virtually no attention or press coverage when it was released in March 2001 and has had almost no

10
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challenge one another, and ultimately revise and improve alternatives. Kingdon suggests
that in order for such policy communities to thrive, relevant actors must know each
other’ s ideas, proposals and research, and must have strong personal contacts as well.
(117). Inthe U.S. hedth care field, the interaction among experts was formalized in a
tradition called the Health Staff Seminar, funded by foundations, which brought together
government health specialists to hear presentations, think about common problems, and
meet one another in a quasi-social context (see figure 3, policy design). Inthe artsfield,
the recently established Preservation Working Group, which includes representatives of
the magjor, national, nonprofit, preservation organizations and government workers who
oversee preservation throughout the federal government, is an example of aforum that
was created to help strengthen a“community of experts’ in heritage and preservation.®
Findly, in terms of the policy stream, Kingdon talks about the importance of “tipping”,
or the bandwagon effect — when some ideas diffuse through the community and take
hold, and others do not. A well-timed meeting with the right cast of experts can activate
this process of narrowing the range of options—where specialists join up and link up

behind certain proposals.

It is more difficult to identify arole for convenings in the political stream, where the
daily pushes and pulls of power and influence seem to be largely immune from the
“softer” sway of deliberation and convening. Moreover, meetings have little to do with

the large-scale political changes (the turnover of an administration or department, newly

impact on raising heritage concerns on the agenda of decision makers. A strategically timed meeting may
well have helped to catapult the report before the public, the press and government officials.

® The Preservation Working Group has been convened by the Center for Arts and Culture in Washington,
D.C.

11
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elected congressional seats, political party maneuvering) that seem to determine when
windows of opportunity open. If the political opportunity structure is closed to certain
ideas (because of an economic downturn, deficits, political alignment or the adoption of
new laws or policies that are at odds with an idea), then perhaps strategic meetings can
serve as wedges to open systems that might otherwise remain closed (for example, a
commission or a political caucus can result in the strategic re-alignment of officials or
groups that might create an opening for a new idea). More importantly, a regular
working group, or roundtable or taskforce might serve to keep an idea alive — while
softening up potentially important audiences — until the opportunity structure opens up.
Finaly, it is worth considering how meetings can help develop policy entrepreneurs:
either by providing them a platform to try out ideas and an avenue along which to push
them at the right time; or by providing access to decision makers (some of whom might
serve together on the same commissionor task force); and finaly by helping
entrepreneurs identify predictable policy windows likely to open in the future (for
example, when a meeting is organized around trying to assess the political opportunity

structure and to identify future openings).

Political scientist Thomas Dye has formulated a model of policy making that is similar to
Professor Kingdon’s notion of a policy community, except that Dye focuses almost
entirely on elite actors. In short, Dye maintains that there is a dense and overlapping
network of influential leaders in government, business, academia, think tanks,
foundations, and the media. The relationships among these individuals are essentially

the tracks along which policy ideas travel. Policy entrepreneurs, if they are to be

12
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effective, must come from within this structure of elites. While Dye does not focus
explicitly on meetings and convenings, his diagram of the policy world (see figure 2)
includes planning groups and commissions as prominent “switches’ on the policy track,
bringing academics, foundation officers, think tanks and lobbyists in touch with decision
makers. Suffice it to say that Dye recognizes (although fails to elaborate) the critical role

of convenings, especialy astools of the elite.

More recently, scholars have embraced the notion of “policy transfer” or “knowledge
uptake” as an important lens through which to examine how policy changes come about.
Essentialy, this approach seeks to understand how governments learn from the
experiences of other governments (policy transfer) and how decision makers locate,
assess, and incorporate ideas from scholars and other expertsin a field (knowledge
uptake). Under what conditions do decision makers seek to learn about policy activities
elsewhere? When do they search for new ideas and alternatives? How do they incorporate
new knowledge and research into their decisions? What sources do they trust? In
genera, networks and persona interaction are seen as crucia to policy transfer, in
contrast to academic reports and journa articles, electronic information, newsletters and
other written information that play arelatively minor role in the transfer process
(Wolman and Page 2002). Using an experimental design, John Lavis and colleagues
(2002) found that face-to-face dialogue that brings together academics and policy makers
around a particular set of reports or findings (where informal discussion can take place) is
more effective than when policy makers read the reports without the face-to-face

exchange. Wolmanand Page (2002) interviewed 260 officials involved in urban

13
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regeneration and found that officials relied on informa meetings and regular interaction
(such as one-on-one exchanges, roundtables or study groups); they generally gave less
standing to information that was received at one-off summits or conferences. One
interviewee explained, “at a one-time public presentation or seminar, people can not

really say what happened [or what they think] because they have to look good” (493).

Thus, those findings seem to suggest that transfer is most likely to take place when strong
networks can be established among between decision makers, scholars, and experts and
when there are on-going forums and conversations that allow these individuals to met,

exchange ideas, and develop trust and common approaches to policy.

Finally, scholars have written extensively about, and practitioners have experimented
with, the notion of deliberative democracy, where citizens engage in debate and dialogue
in an effort to arrive at rational views of the public interest. In practice, thisinvolves
citizen forums, town hall meetings, public conversations, study groups, citizen juries and
arange of other meeting styles that foundations and nonprofit organizations have
promoted across the United States in the past two decades. The National Issues Forum,
supported by the Kettering Foundation, is a good example of a deliberative democracy
effort. These forums and convenings are intended primarily to engage citizensin
conversation and are divorced from political action (for example, such citizen groups
rarely have direct ties to decision makers, and they often do not arrive at consensus or
specific policy recommendations). It isworth noting that the arts community has actively

encouraged and organized these forums — such as Anna Devreau Smith’s Art and Civic

14
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Dialogue project, Americans for the Art’s Animating Democracy program, and the
Association of American Museums Museums and Community Initiative (McCoy 1997).
All of these efforts are built around the notion that public life can be enriched when
diverse citizens come together to discuss and debate issues related to the arts. Without
evaluating the success of these programs in terms of measurable impact on policy, it is
likely that citizenbased deliberation helps to build a community’s overall capacity for
self government, and in the case of the arts, to create a public that is more equipped to
talk about and consider art and culture in terms of public life and policy. The cultual
community might consider pursuing stronger relations with existing deliberative
democracy organizations and their efforts in order to promote the arts as a possible topic

area.

In summary, athough most policy scholars have not adequately addressed the role of
convenings as instruments of policy making, areview of the literature suggests that
meetings might be important tools in the following ways: 1) in helping to frame or re-
frame a problem; 2) by calling attention to new and important research; 3) by creating
and sustaining communities of experts; 4) in softening up audiences for a new idea or
proposal; 5) by sustaining the momentum for an idea during politically fallow times
(when the political system is not receptive to a particular approach or ided); 6) through
fostering policy transfer and knowledge uptake; 7) in helping policy entrepreneurs test
ideas, develop meaningful and influential contacts and networks, and predict or plan for
the opening of future policy windows; and 8) by promoting citizen engagement. Future

research should examine more carefully the conditions under which different types of

15
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meetings are most effective. The type of meeting (from task forces and blue ribbon
commissions to study groups), the range of participants, the intended policy outcomes
(whether in the policy, problem or politics stream), and the existing rel ationships between
experts and decision makers are all factors that contribute to the success of a meeting.
We need better theories and carefully designed studies that help predict when and under

what circumstances a meeting is likely to matter for policy. ’

Advisory Commissions and Taskfor ces

Advisory commissions and taskforces are, perhaps, the most widely used convening
structure. Such advisory bodies are typically set up to study a problem or issue and have
afixed duration. They tend to be well funded and staffed and are often composed of
distinguished individuals. Rick Ginsberg and David Plank (1995) contend that blue
ribbon commissions are an increasingly common feature of the American politica
landscape. They write, “In fields as diverse as health care, nuclear energy, economic
competitiveness, and race relations, governors and presidents have called upon
commissions of experts to produce reports geared toward diagnosing problems and
prescribing remedies. All levels of government have made use of commissions at various
times, as have private organizations and foundations seeking to influence public policy."
(3). Presidential commissions are the most visible and most written about (Tuchings

1977; Marcus 1985; Hitner 1986; Hollander 1992; Plank 1995; Deal 1995; Linowes

" See Walters et al. (2000). This paper begins to develop aframework for thinking about what type of
meeting is likely to be most effective under what circumstances. Key variablesinclude: 1) the extent to
which the meeting is structured (from well -structured, e.g., public hearings, to unstructured, e.g.,
neighborhood meetings); 2) the purpose of the meeting (define problems, generate alternatives, legitimate
existing proposals, shift public opinion, build coalitions, etc.); and 3) the nature of the issues under

16
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1998). Waell over 100 commissions have been created over the past six decades.
Examplesinclude presidential commissions on Obscenity and Pornography, the Status of
Women, Migratory Labor, Urban Problems, Heart Disease, Cancer and Stroke, and the

Commission on Libraries.

Tuchings (1979) completed one of the most comprehensive statistical portraits of 97
presidential commissions from Truman through Carter, focusing on the factors that were
related to the successful adoption of commission recommendations by the President or
Congress. Flitner (1986) examined presidential commissions in the 1970s and 1980s,
examining on the process of commissioning — how they are set up, how they are staffed,

and the nature of the work they do.

Do government-initiated commissions influence policy by developing well-researched
and carefully considered analysis and recommendations? Many have argued thet
commissions are not relevant and coordinated programs of research, but rather symbolic
responses to problems (Bell 1966; Flitner 1986). Commissions allow politicians to
deflect attention away from their own inability to address adequately an intractable
problem. They can “appear to be doing something,” while they are, in fact, smply
postponing an indefinite future decision (Chapman 1973). In a stinging rebuke Paul
Peterson of the Brookings Institute wrote, "The [commission] reports themselves prove
to be disappointing. If we judge them by the standards ordinarily used to evaluate policy

analysis, they smply do not measure up. With some exceptions, the studies do not

consideration (the degree of conflict, the number of stakeholders, quality of available information, number
of alternatives, confidence in outcomes).

17
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address the most difficult conceptual and political issues. Instead, they reassert what is
well-known, make exaggerated claims on flimsy evidence, pontificate on matters about
which there could scarcely be agreement, and make recommendations that either cost too
much, cannot be implemented, or are too general to have any meaning.” (Marcus 1985,

65).

However , others have found that commissions can help to define problems and initiate or
mobilize public opinion in support of various policies (Linowes 1998; Woanin 1975). In
other words, they are less relevant for generating specific policies and more useful for
putting an issue on the map, creating a sense of urgency, and changing the way a problem
is discussed and understood by decision makers and opinion leaders. Moreover, Edward
Luck (2000), who studied UN reform commissions, suggests that commissions must be
measured |ess by their immediate impact on policy and more by their long term
contribution to the “intellectua core” of an issue — providing arelatively coherent and
prevailing point of view that can be the foundation for future research, debate and policy
innovations. Tuchings (1979) concludes that while many special advisory groups fail to
influence policy, the frequency and regularity of the use of commissions demonstrates
that they serve an important and vital policy making function for certain issues and needs
that, for avariety of reasons, are not likely to get resolved or addressed through the
normal procedures of government. It isworth considering whether there are certain
cultural policy issues that fit this bill —where a high visibility commission might be the

only way to put an issue on the agenda.
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Second in number and frequency only to presidential commissions are commissions and
task forces on education policy. In higher education aone, there were more than 50
such commissions at the national level between 1929 and 1983 and more than 48 at the
state level (Marcus 1985, 27). If you take into account advisory groups established to
deal with K-12 education, the 20" century has ushered in hundreds blue ribbon panels
and commissions in the field of education. Clearly these meetings represent a prominent
strategy for education reform in this country. In higher education perhaps the most
influential commission was the Carnegie Commission on Higher Education, empanelled
in 1967 and chaired by former University of California president, Clark Kerr. The Kerr
Commission lasted six years and issued severa “blue prints for action,” several of which
are regarded as highly influential.® In the areas of primary ard secondary education, the
National Commission on Excellence in Education, with its seminal report “A Nation at
Risk,” catalyzed the first wave of real reform in American education and framed the
education debate for the next three decades. (Plank 1995, 7). Although there remains
disagreement about the effectiveness of reform oriented commissions and task forces, in
general, there is widespread agreement that these commissions have made urgent and
compelling arguments for improving public education, capturing the public’s
imagination, and mobilizing political support for building stronger and more effective

schools.®

8 Thefirst report, Quality and Education, is thought by many to have resulted in the Basic Educational
Opportunity Grants and a Fund for the Improvement of Postsecondary Education, programs that were
enacted by Congress. In 1970, the Commission issued Higher Education and the Nation's Health that
helped to shape the Health Manpower Training Act. (Lageman, 1999, 142).

9 Another important case study is the 1989 Education Summit convened by President Bush and attended by
most of the nation’s governors. Many people credit this meeting with setting in motion what is still the
central thrust of education reformin the U.S. — the development of standards, assessments, and systems of
accountability for schools based on how students perform on tests. The Summit led to the creation of an
independent government body, the National Education Goals Panel and then to the establishment of a new
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Other Case Studies

In addition to blue ribbon commissions, scholars have written about other types of special
convenings. Deal points out that every president since Jimmy Carter has convened an
“economic summit” early in his presidency. At the state level, amodel convening —“The
Utah Growth Summit” was held by the governor in 1995 to engage the public and key
decision makers in issles related to water, transportation and open space. Public meetings
were organized in communities throughout the state in advance of the summit. Three
working groups (Democratic based, Republican based, and a non partisan group of local
officials) were formed to review proposals and set out aternatives. The summit also
included live broadcasts on statewide radio, television call-in shows, and Internet chat

rooms. Many of the proposals put forward were eventually enacted by the legisature.

In addition as Dye points out, private foundations have used convenings as important
tools for influencing policy. In the early 1990s, the Carnegie Council on Ethics and
International Affairsin New Y ork conducted a series of luncheon seminars to bring
together overseas speakers and scholars in contact with U.S. business and government
leaders in order to reduce uncertainty about foreign markets in an effort to spur
investment and joint ventures. The Rockefeller foundation created the Filer Commission
(1973) in an effort to help the philanthropic community self-regulate, thereby preempting

Congress from passing unfriendly legidation. The Commission led to the formation of

federal funding stream to states for this type of reform. So, the original summit helped to spawn a number
of important institutions— the Goals Panel, a highly publicized state-by-state report card; an influential
nonprofit organizations Achieve Inc., that focuses on standards and assessment; and the Goals 2000
funding stream.
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the National Committee for Responsive Philanthropy and the Independent Sector (Billant
2000). In 1994, the Pew Charitable Trusts held a meeting of environmental activists that
resulted in the formation of a new coalition of local and regional environmental groups,
the Southern Appalachian Forest Coalition, which has effectively worked to stop clear-

cutting, protect roadless areas, and conserve old growth in the National Forests.

In the health field we have aready mentioned the role of the Health Staff Seminar in
fostering a coherent policy community in the area of health care. Hollander (1992)
studied five other special healthrelated taskforces and commissions, including the
Commission on Hospital Care, the Carnegie Commission on Medical Education, and the
Task Force for Academic Health Centers. He argues that all of them produced a
“substantial body of usable knowledge - policy relevant information and analysis that
reached government decision makers, health care experts, and the attentive public.”
(211). Alsointhe areaof public health, the Rockefeller Foundation held a meeting in
1994 at its retreat center in Bellagio that brought together scientists, public health
officials, and leaders from the pharmaceutical industry and from nongovernmental
organizations to discuss how to move forward with AIDS vaccination research. Prior to
that meeting, support for such research was politically untouchable. The meeting led to
the development of the International AIDS Vaccine Initiative, a program of research,
advocacy, and policy development that has put AIDS vaccines on the global policy

agenda.
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Finally, it is worth noting the work of the Century Foundation (previously the Twentieth
Century Fund), which has sponsored more than 30 task forces and produced dozens of
policy reports on topics ranging from public television, foreign relations, urban
preservation policy, and campaign finance to judicia selection, affordable housing and
presidential debates. Have these task forces been effective? It is very difficult to make a
direct causative audit of which task forces led to which piece of legidation or specific
policy (although a cursory review of government hearings, testimony and news
conferences in the Congressional Record and the Federal News Service revealed more
than 150 references to reports produced by Twentieth Century Fund and Century

Foundation task forces over the last two decades).*°

General L essons: Roles and Outcomes

A review of the many books and articles that examine commissions, taskforces, summits
and other strategic meetings reveals a number of important lessons. First, we can identify
severd roles that advisory commissions (and ssimilar convening bodies) can play in the
policy process

> develop informed analysis upon which policy may be constructed

> educate the public and decision makers about an issue in an effort to
move it up on the government®s agenda (focus or redefine a problem
and/or create an atmosphere of crisis and opportunity)

>mobilize support for an existing solution or alternative (expert
validation)

10 Adolf Berle, alawyer, statesman, and professor at Columbia University described the work of the
Foundation: “It islike shooting seeds into the air. Intellectual work is aways like that. Y ou can never see
the chain of causation. Y ou can only say that at |east you have helped create a matrix of ideas and structure
out of which things do happen.... Perhaps afew thousand men are now in positions of opinion and
decision-making who are familiar with situations (and well -informed), rather than having questions burst
on usto be settled only the politician’ s hunch or some temp orary cry for assistance.” (TC Fund,
http://www.tcf.org/About_TCF/History.html).
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>respond to a crisis in an effort to reassure the public that the
government is ““doing something.””

>manage divisive issues and interject analysis into highly contentious
policy areas

>deflect attention from a politically intractable issue while appeasing
constituents in the short term.

>serve as a tool to surmount bureaucratic obstacles by pooling resources
across departments or agencies, or otherwise interjecting new ideas
where government routines or departmental turf wars create stagnation
and resistance to change (including administrative reform)

>provide an ““intellectual core”” for a policy community — by producing
debate-defining reports that are the impetus for future study and
discussion

> recruit ““policy entrepreneurs”” who, because of their involvement in a
special convening, might work on behalf of an issue well after their
formal role on a commission or task force has ended.

>serve as a tool to extract research (at no additional cost) from
government agencies and departments (executive orders and statues often
direct all departments to cooperate fully with a commission and to
furnish it with whatever information or assistance it may require to
perform its duties) (Tuchings 1977).

>serve to bring together different sectors around a common policy problem
(revealing inter-relationships and potential partnerships that were
previously overlooked).

>serve as a stimulus for reflection, analysis or action at the local level
(national commission reports often spur officials or civil society
groups to organize task forces at the local level)™.

Second, we can identify characteristics of commissions and task forces that have been
linked to successful outcomes.?  The literature above suggests the following broad

lessons:

" Wallace et al. (1995) demonstrate this dynamic in their study of Pittsburgh-based task forces, where
dozens of special advisory groups were set up to improve schools— drawing ideas and focus from the
national debates generated by the National Commission on Excellencein Education.

12 Success can be defined as 1) producing new ideas and proposals; 2) gaining the attention of top policy
makers; 3) sparking interest among the media, academia and NGOs; 4) convincing some significant players
to become advocates for the recommendations or ideas that are generated by a special convening; 5)
demonstrating a shelf-life (for example, commission documents are cited and referred to by relevant policy
actors over the long-term); and 6) |eading to the implementation of recommendation through legislation or
executive action.
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»Task force or commission recommendations need to be specific enough to
force policy makers to "decide™ something. Vague recommendations, while
easy to reach consensus on, are equally easy to avoid or ignore.
Recommendations must be based on credible information and geared to the
practical needs of policy makers.

> Convening bodies may be more effective when their goals are to study and
recommend strategies for reforming existing agencies, programs,
departments or policies rather than generating a ““wish list”> of new
programs and new appropriations.

> The final report should carry a powerful central message. It should also
state the reasons for and implications of each recommendation (for
example, what are the costs or consequences of inaction?).
Recommendations must be inked to problems.

»0rganizers and participants should define and pay attention to intended
audiences.

> Groups must have a clear mandate and sense of purpose, and goals and
objectives should be attainable.

> Reports should be accompanied by a coherent press strategy with
appropriate text and graphics to display the message (including
organized media appearances by commission members).

> The process should be able to maintain excitement over time and not just
create one big splash. Groups should not be disbanded after they issue
a report. To increase the likelihood of executive or legislative
response, commissions should have some institutionalized follow-up. For
example, commissioners might meet again to discuss and evaluate the
response to their report and ““put public officials on notice that a
public assessment of their response will be forthcoming”” (Plank 1995,
190). A commission might also result in an on-going research program or
additional meetings and convenings perhaps at a local level (if the
original commission was national in scope).

> Special convenings must be adequately staffed and funded so that their
goals can be achieved. They must also have sufficient time to complete
their work.

> They must have strong, executive leadership — chairpersons with
sufficient legitimacy and charisma to keep the advisory group on task,
to ensure that all relevant information is heard and discussed, and to
gently coerce the group into some type of consensus document that is
bold and sweeping, but also concrete and authoritative.

> The process should be transparent with multiple lines of open
communication, regular briefings, and interim reports (this is mainly
relevant for local commissions and task forces).

> Reports and recommendations should be cognizant of political realities.
They will be more successful if they take advantage of a ““policy
window”” or reflect (and shape) the consensus of the political
establishment. Luck (2000) maintains that the focus of most commissions
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is typically on ““the logic and values of what they are proposing. But
what they usually lack is a convincing political strategy based on hard
headed analysis of the forces at work on policy makers and of how their
proposals can be shaped or presented in a way to become a political -
not just moral or rational — imperative.”” (103).

> Membership to a special advisory group (commissions and task forces)
should include prominent citizens and important stakeholders and
constituencies. Some participants and staff should be well connected
to potential decision makers so that they can function successfully as
policy entrepreneurs, moving findings into action.

One final point is worth mentioning. The above lessons will be more or less relevant
depending on the primary purpose of a convening. On the one hand, the goal might be to
achieve rational and deliberative recommendations that have a chance of being
implemented. On the other hand, a special convening might serve a more symbolic or
ceremonial purpose, producing an important message or “call to action” to generate
renewed community commitment to a problem or to develop a sense of urgency or
greater public awareness. In the former case it might be advisable, in some instances, to
limit public input in order to achieve consensus in the absence of political posturing. In
the latter case, where the commission serves as a public platform, organizers need to pay
attention to such things as the diversity and representation of the participants; the need to
encourage disagreement and even dissent; flexibility to allow the processto go in its own
direction; public involvement; and fanfare and public celebration around the group’s final
accomplishment (for example, a special report). As Luck (2000) suggests, it is important
for organizers to determine from the outset whether the strategy should be to work within
the existing political constraints (getting decision makers to implement recommendations
in the short-term); to focus on atering these constraints (changing the context for

decision making over the long term) (96).
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Connections to Cultural Policy

How can we make sense of these findings from the perspective of the arts and culture?
What are the implications for cultural policy? First, we will discuss the unique policy
challenges facing arts and culture (as compared to other policy domains). Second, we will
suggest that, given these challenges, meetings and convenings can play an important role
in sustaining and nurturing the field and advancing policy. Third, we will briefly describe
the current landscape of meetings in arts and culture and offer a critique in terms of their
relevance for policy. Finaly, we will examine a few instances where meetings in the
cultural sector did manage to achieve policy traction and then offer future strategies for

more effectively employing meetings to achieve policy objectives.

Features unique to cultural policy

To date, no scholar has attempted a systematic comparison between cultural policy and
other policy domains (health, education, housing, and transportation). Nonetheless, a few
prominent differences are apparent. With respect to the processes discussed by John
Kingdon, one major difference for cultural policy isthe lack of public salience or
visibility for issues involving the arts and culture (with the exception of the NEA
controversies in the early 1990s). This makes it very difficult to get issues on the public
agenda. AsKingdon notes, “the greater the visibility of the policy domain, the less
important are crisis and disaster” in focusing attention and coupling the policy streams
(95). Inthe arts, not only is visibility low, but there are also few “focusing events’ or

crises that demand a policy response.  Second, there are few existing indicators,
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especialy ones that can be counted, that point to potentially serious and urgent problems
facing the cultural sector. Sectors like housing, for example, rely on indicators such as
new home purchases, rates of home ownership, the number of abandoned properties, and
the number of homeless; transportation has statistics on highway fatalities, airline safety,
U.S. dependence on foreign oil, and the capacity of public transit systems. In health care
there are indicators for the number of uninsured citizens, per capita health expenditures,
infant mortality, and the spread of infectious disease, among others. The cultural sector
lacks these indicators, especially at the national level. Third, compared to other domains,
there are few well-organized stakeholders in the cultural sector that exert consistent
pressure on the political stream. Fourth, the cultural sector lacks a major public agency
or department, where resources and decision making authority is centralized and where
policy activity coalesces. Finally, the cultural policy community is highly fragmented
with little agreement on common policy problems or concerns. This last point, in

particular, deserves greater elaboration.

Fragmentation and devel opment of a policy community

Kingdon assessed the degree of fragmentation in the transportation and health sectors by
asking major stakeholders (public officials, senior bureaucrats, lobbyists, leadersin the
nonprofit sector, scholars, and journalists) what problems and alternatives they were
concerned about. He found that “issue overlap” — where three or four of the same issues
tend to show up on most peopl€e' s radar screens — was generaly high in the health sector
and much lower in transportation. He concluded that this disparity resulted from the

differencesin their policy communities. In the latter area, policy concerns tend to cluster
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by modes — trucking, rail, highways, aviation, urban transit, and waterways. The
fragmentation of the transportation community is, however, offset in part by the presence
of alarge federal agency that requires areas to work together, to coordinate, and to join in
the same policy community. Like transportation, the arts are equally fragmented and
dispersed by discipline. But in the case of the arts, the fragmentation is more acute
because the field lacks a unifying umbrella agency (the NEA is ssimply not large enough,

or active enough, to serve in this capacity).

Margaret Wyszomirski (2000) writes at length about the problems of fragmentation in the
arts community. “ The arts community is fragmented, incomplete and uncoordinated. It is
fragmented by, for example, discipline, generation, ethnicity, and geography. It is
incomplete - many community components are disorganized and key resources
(information, evaluation and analysis) are woefully underdeveloped. And it is
uncoordinated - many community segments are essentially strangers to one another and
have few occasions to interact” (100). According to Kingdon, a disparate policy
community results in policy fragmentation, where “the left hand knows not what the right
hand is doing,” (119) leading to unintended consequences, program overlap, an inability
to respond to crises, and afailure to cultivate shared understandings of problems and
potential solutions. Finaly, Wyszomirski claims that fragmented systems are more likely
to remain static because they do not have a common platform to call attention to

innovative alternatives (102).
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As asolution, Wyszomirski points to several key ingredients for strengthening the policy
community in the arts: think tanks, research centers, and strong networks among
practitioners, scholars and journalists. She also suggests that forums and "convenings'
can be important tools for integrating the policy community. In health care, she points to
the role of the Health Staff Seminars in Washington, and in science policy, she highlights
the Carnegie Corporations five-year Commission on Science, Technology and
Government. She writes, "There are no comparable forums in the fields of arts policy or
cultural policy...Such forums and activities are crucia to the maintenance and
effectiveness of policy communities’” (Wyszomirski 2000). In addition, she contends that
astrong policy community helps to develop new talent in afield; to position and raise the
profile of potential policy entrepreneurs; to identify common issues and options; to serve
as a site to test, debate, and refine ideas; and to coordinate research and advocacy
agendas. In short, policy communities provide the seedbed for ideas to take root, grow
and have influence, and meetings are, perhaps, the most important tools available to such
communities. Wyszomirski argues that private foundations can help to develop a policy
community in the arts by "underwriting forums that promote the expansion of a policy

dialogue,” including, she adds, multi-year blue ribbon commissions.

Later in this report we will provide empirical evidence of the extent of policy
fragmentation in the arts community, and at the conclusion of this section, we will
discuss more explicitly how convenings in the cultural sector might be used to overcome
some of the unique policy challenges discussed above. Suffice it to say at present that

although strategic policy forums promise to be useful for developing a policy community,
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raising issues on the public agenda, defining problems, exerting political pressure, and
coordinating policy approaches or administrative programs and resources, to date they

have been used only sparingly by the cultural community.

A few high profile convenings

As we have seen in the introduction, the cultural community spends upwards of $100
million ayear on meetings. Many of these gatherings bring together, often annually, the
members of national or regional arts service associations. Others reflect conferences,
symposia, community forums, and other meeting venues hosted by universities, research
centers, foundations and nonprofit cutural groups. These meetings are certainly
important in many ways, they build networks, highlight successful programs and models,
provide general education and enlightenment, and nurture new leaders in the field.
However, a scan of the field indicates that, compared to other policy domains, strategic
policy-focused convenings (task forces, commissions, and study groups) are not a regular
part of the arts and culture landscape and remain underutilized policy tools. There are
exceptions, some of which we will discuss below. Nevertheless, we argue, that those
meetings that are organized around cultural policy issues tend to fall short of many of the
criteriaimportant for altering the public agenda or influencing decision makers. Arts
meetings usually produce reports with vague and general recommendations that have
little direct connection to specific policy actors; they often discuss broad issues, but fail
to define clearly problems that have immediate and recognizable consequences. They
typically over represent the arts community and fail to engage effectively other policy

areas and leaders from other sectors (they fall into the trap of “preaching to the choir”).
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Arts meetings rarely take into account the political opportunity structure, nor do they
include a political strategy to move findings or recommendations into action.
Dissemination and follow- up is often weak and special convenings and commissionsin
the arts tend to call for additional resources and new programs (“wish lists’) rather than
examine how existing programs and resources might be improved (administrative
reform). Finaly, these convenings rarely collect new data, nor do they involve a

systematic and rigorous investigation of an issue.

The American Canvas project, organized by Jare Alexander when she was chair of the
National Endowment of the Arts, provides an example of a set of meetings that, we
believe, failed to influence larger policy debates or decisions. The project began with a
national conference in 1994, focusing on four broad issues. the artist and society, life
long learning in the arts, arts and technology, and new ideas for federal funding. Six
privately funded forums in cities throughout the United States followed this meeting. The
forums included local and national leaders in the arts, business people, religious
organizations, and civic groups, and dealt broadly with the issue of “how to determine the
value of the arts in communities and how to build a solid infrastructure for the artsin
America’ s communities’ (Larson 1997, 171). Dialogue from these forums informed the
deliberation of a steering committee as well as a final meeting of cultural luminaries,
resulting in a 1997 report, American Canvas, which was widely distributed within the

cultural field.
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We can not fully evaluate the success or failure of the American Canvas project at this
time. Nonetheless, it seems to us that this convening project represents a missed
opportunity to have along-term impact on policy development in the United States. The
final report is ambitious, but lacks coherence, direction and clarity. The recommendations
are vague and disconnected from any immediate political opportunity. The report states
that artists and communities must (161-170):
1. find ways to provide forums for some of the newer voices in the community
2. find new waysin which artists and arts organizations can bring art to the people
3. provide aforum in which both the economic needs of the arts, as well as the
cultural and other services that the arts provide, can be discussed
4. determine the kinds of partnerships and collaborations that will be most effective
in meeting the cultural and other needs of the community
5. move beyond the traditional role of the arts to recognize the ways the arts bring
people together
6. develop a retwork of education, arts, and cultural organizations and institutions
that are committed to arts education
These are just a representative sample of recommendations, but they fail to meet the basic
criterion of being geared to the practical needs of policy makers. The report and the
convening process itself were not cognizant of political opportunities, nor targeted at any
particular “window of opportunity.” The report was covered in mgjor U.S. newspapers,
but headlines and lead paragraphs highlighted the finding that the “arts are dlitist” and
“out of touch.” The New York Times ran an article with the headline, “ Study Links Drop
in Support to Elitist Attitude in the Arts” (Milla1997). Follow-up stories focused on the
apparent controversy that the report was generating within the arts community. Rather
than serving as aclarion call to redirect the country’s debate on the arts (as Nation at

Risk did for education), the report served to broadcast to the public the squabbles and

disputes within the cultural community. Some might argue that the report changed the
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way we talk about the arts, ushering in the growing emphasis on “art in the service of
communities” and the role of the nonprofessional and popular arts. But, as far as we can
tell, the report did not spurn additional studies, nor did it serve as a coherent document to

frame future conversations, task forces, or policy initiatives.

The biennial conference organized by the The Getty Education Institute for the Arts
represents another typical approach to meetings in the field. This conference brings
together awide array of arts practitioners, educators and scholars to discuss current ideas,
new models and future prospects for arts education. ' The conference serves as an
important backdrop for the field, providing a forum for committed advocates to
strengthen their collective resolve, to get new ideas, and to learn from each other. Yet, the
issues discussed are broad and the participants are already committed to the cause (the
meetings are not focused on connecting with decision makers outside of the arts
education field). The forums have had little noticeable influence on how the debates are
framed for the larger public (most likely because they have not been organized with this
inmind). In short, there are few examples of carefully crafted and orchestrated
convenings in the cultural sector that have produced a demonstrable impact on the shape

and direction of policy.

13 past forums have included: "The Role of Discipline-based Art Education in America's Schools"
(1987);"Education in Art: Future Building" (1989);"Future Tense: Arts Education Technology”
(1991);"Achieving National Education Reform: Art Education as Catalyst" (1993); and "Beyond the 3R’s"
(1995).
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Examples of policy-relevant meetingsin art and culture

While most convenings in the cultural sector do not achieve significant policy traction
(although they may advance other equally important goals), there are afew exceptions.
First, the National Endowments for the Arts and Humanities, the Institute for Library and
Museum Services, and severa national service organizations convened a working group
in 1995 in preparation for the White House Conference on Travel and Tourism. The
group produced a white paper on cultural tourism that was used effectively to place
culture squarely on the agenda of the White House Conference. Not only did the 1,500
delegates at the convention discuss culture prominently, but also a one-day cultural
tourism workshop was organized on the following day. Moreover, the meetings led to the
formation of the Partnersin Tourism: Culture and Commerce (a coalition of Federd
agencies and eight national cultural service organizations), fiveregiona cultural tourism
forums, and a“next steps’ conference in Chicago in 1998. Because of these efforts,
cultural tourism is now a significant area of interest for the Travel Industry Association,
and virtually every governor’s tourism committee or office has a substantial cultural
component. In this case, the arts community should be credited with the foresight to
convene a meeting, organize a coalition, and issue a report in response to an approaching

“window of opportunity.”

At amore local level, the D.C. Preservation League used convenings as atool to reverse
years of neglect with regard to historic properties and landmarks in the nation’s capital.
In spite of strong preservation legidation, preservationists found that there was a

profound lack of understanding at the highest levels of elected and appointed government
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about the value of historic preservation. There was aso insufficient training of building
ingpectors and a lack of budget and staff resources for enforcement.  In response to these
problems, the L eague organized a bi- monthly meeting to talk about how to enforce
preservation ordinances and laws. These gatherings of local preservationists led to a
“Preservation Summit” that produced an action plan for the city. The plan not only
included very detailed recommendations for the Council, the mayor and the community,
but it served to “embarrass’ city officials by holding Washington, D.C. up for
comparison with other cities and states where preservation was more fully embraced. In
the end, the city used the published report to revise its preservation plan including the
creation of a new housing inspector devoted to preservation. In this example, the
summit recommendations were specific, targeted at decision makers, and focused more
on administrative reform than increased appropriations. Furthermore, the summit was
able to use examples fromother states and cities in order to call public attention to D.C.’s
shortcomings, advance the notion of “neglect,” and change the political calculus for city

officials.

In Oregon, the governor organized a statewide cultural summit in 1998 in response to an
oversight and planning board' s poll that showed a high percentage of the state’s citizens
were disconnected from their local communities. At the summit the governor issued a
challenge to the state’ s cultural community to develop an ambitious and expansive
cultural plan. Through the passage of a special bill in 1999, the governor and legislature
then appointed a task force to develop recommendations for increasing public and private

investment in culture. The task force was comprised of legislators and citizens and
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gathered information and ideas through forums throughout the state.  The task force
recommendations have been described as a*“ready-made” package to be sold to the
legidature, and its members were “built-in” advocates. Ultimately, many of the
recommendations were adopted, including the creation of the Oregon Cultura Trust,
which creates an endowment that will provide a permanent source of funding for cultura
developments and the preservation of cultural assets (Dwyer and Frankel 2002). In this
case the convenings added legitimacy to a cultural agenda that had the prior support of
the governor. In addition, the convenings built on a well-publicized report, linking policy
alternatives about art and culture to the newly identified problem of community
attachment. Thisis an example of the “coupling” process described by Kingdon. Finally,
the task force served as a platform to recruit and nurture policy entrepreneurs and

advocates who became active lobbyists for the implementation of the recommendations.

There are many other examples of policy-relevant convenings at the local, state and
national levels. The above cases, we hope, demonstrate that if organized properly, task
forces, commissions, summits, forums and working meetings in the cultural sector can

help to achieve significant policy results.
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Where do we go from here?

Based on our literature review and on discussions with leaders in the field, we believe
that foundations, nonprofit organizations, and advocacy groups should think more
strategically about how meetings can advance policy. Specia forums can help to unify
an otherwise fragmented community (as in the case of the art); identify and sharpen a
policy problem that needs attention; coordinate and sustain research, analysis and debate
around selected aternatives; effectively position the arts to take advantage of both
predictable and unpredictable windows of opportunity in the political stream; and
effectively link art and culture as avenues for addressing many different public concerns
(urban development, quality of life, suburban spraw, and ethnic and religious divisions,
among others.). Moreover, meetings offer arelatively inexpensive way, compared to
increased appropriations, for governments at every level to display commitment to the
arts. Although some would argue that such initiatives siphon off energy that might be
productively applied toward acquiring more funding for the arts, we believe that if
organized strategically, convenings can offer a foothold for culture in the larger policy

environment.

It istempting to ssimply call for the creation of a national blue ribbon commission for the
arts, following the long tradition of these commissions or taskforces in such fields as
education and health (Wyzomirksi (2000) suggests that a blue ribbon commission could
be “created to explore how the arts and cultural activities can help government and
society achieve national goals while preserving creative resources and ingtitutions”

(203)). Inall likelihood, the cultural community is not ready for a high visibility

37



Tepper and Hinton

commission. For it to be effective, a commission must be geared toward producing very
practical policy recommendations that address a problem already recognized by decision
makers as needing attention. This problem might currently exist, but until there is
consensus in the cultural community about the nature of the problem and a short list of

possible alternatives, a blue ribbon commission is premature.

Perhaps convenings can be used at the state-level to better coordinate the diverse set of
actors and organizations that currently support art and culture. Mark Schuster’s (2002)
recent pilot, study “Mapping State Cultural Policy”, found that there were more than 100
different organizations, agencies ard programs that support art and culture in Washington
state alone. Typically, attention to cultural policy is directed at state agencies. But
Schuster demonstrates that a more complete “map” must include both explicit and
implicit policies that are based in culturally-oriented organizations and departments as
well as those that have no obvious connection to art and culture (transportation, general
administration, housing, etc.). In the education sector, where authority and resources are
spread across multiple government departments and throughout civil society, state-level
education commissions have been instrumental in coordinating activities across agencies,
sectors and levels of government. Similarly, perhaps state-level commissions could be
set up withthe precise goals of producing a Schuster-like map of cultural policies across
the state and recommending strategies for the coordination of resources and programs,

thereby, strengthening the infrastructure for art and culture.
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Thisis precisely the type of meeting that Dwyer and Frankel call for in their recent
report, “Policy Partners. Making the Case for State Investmentsin Culture” (2002). The
tasks given to commissions should be explicit: 1) map the sector and identify all relevant
programs and sources of support; 2) analyze and evaluate the political landscape; and 3)
make specific recommendations for how to coordinate efforts within the state
government and between the state government and non-profit organizations. Thereisa
risk this process will result in recommendations for mergers or in reforms that will have
differential benefits across the field (creating losers and winners). But we need exactly
this type of nonadvocacy based dialogue and analysis in order to get beyond requests for
additional appropriations and to help governments better coordinate and administer
cultural assets. In efforts to support art and culture, we must not ssimply focus on raising
the level of support, we must also position the lever - in other words, policy strategies
(including special convenings) should include afocus on leveraging existing resources

and support structures.

Finally, is there a problem or public issue that is ripe for a coordinated and well-timed
meeting organized the cultural sector? It seemsto usthat one of the most promising
areas for a special task force, summit, or commission that would have a bearing on the
cultural sector would be “quality of life” issues. These issues are of increasing concern
and interest to local and state politicians. Some state and municipal leaders have aready
organized task forces to address issues of sprawl, open space, land development,
economic development, and environmental protection (see, for example, the New Y ork

State Quality Communities Task Force). Where existing convening structures arein
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place, the cultura community must work to ensure a prominent place at the table, thereby
enlarging the debate and discussion to include both the natural and cultural environment.
Where such forums are absent, the cultural sector should help to initiate conversations.
Again, “quality of life,” while still a somewhat obscure notion, has begun to capture the
attention of the general public and decision makers. Thisis an area where the right
“framing of a problem,” the right partnerships and coalitions, and the right set of policy
entrepreneurs could effectively join together to place an issue of central importance to the

arts, squarely on the government’ s agenda.

In sum, we believe that meetings should be viewed as important strategies in the cultura
policy tool kit. In this section, we emphasize that the process of organizing a special
convening should be no less analytical or astute than any other political strategy.
Organizers need to think carefully about the problem, the existing political landscape, and
the best convening structure to accomplish their goals. Should the meeting be
commissioned by a government agency? Should it be independent? Should it be funded
by private sources? Jointly? Should it be bipartisan? Should it cut across sectors?

Should it include experts and citizens or just one or the other? Should it support new
research? Should it be limited in duration or ongoing? Should it be established only after
elected officials are already softened up and prepared to consider alternatives? Or should
it be organized to create momentum for an idea from the start? When would it be most
effective? The timing, structure, participants, and the specific mandate for a group can
make or break a convening. In an effort to help orient potential conveners to the range of

meeting types available to them as they consider options for influencing policy, we have
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created a rough typology of approximately 30 different convening structures. In the grid
(figure 3, separate appendix), we describe the general purpose of each meeting type, the
host, the participants, the products, and the format, and then provide one or two examples
from the field. When possible, we draw on examples from the cultural sector. Some of
the examples provided are based on existing meetings: others are based on hypothetical
cases. The grid is by no means exhaustive. Similarly, the “typology” is rough and
necessarily too general, with some overlap between categories and with other categories
lumped together. Nonetheless, we believe thisis a useful analytical device that provides

a snapshot of a heterogeneous policy tool.

Too often in the cultural sector, people organize meetings because they seem to represent
the best way to "get started” — to get an idea off the ground, to develop momentum, and
to generate “dialogue.” Once it is decided to have a meeting on some general topic,
organizers begin to define their goals, assemble participants, and shape the format.
Rather than as a starting point in an open-ended process, we recommend that organizers
think about meetings as an essentia tool throughout the entire policy process. In so
doing, they should determine precisely how, where and when a convening or special
forum can be most effective, and only then, begin to think about its precise content and
design. Inthe cultural sector, we too often put the cart before the horse, or the meeting
before the policy purpose. As aresult, the thesis put forth here is that meetings may not

be as useful asthey could be for advancing cultural policy.

41



Tepper and Hinton

CHAPTER 3: Cultural Policy and National Service Associations

In this chapter we will investigate the nature of and extent to which policy is discussed at
the annual meetings of the major national arts service associations. These annual
meetings are the principal forums for most practitioners and art leaders to engage in
broad-based conversations about the field. While advancing policy is generally not the
principal goal of a national association meeting (compared to fostering networks,
developing leadership, and providing professional training and education), the executive
leadership of these associations have told us that fostering rich and substantive policy
dialogue is among their objectives. Therefore, one motivating question for this chapter
is, “How do participants at these meetings talk about policy?’ Our findings are based on
participant observation at eleven annual meetings and several additional special
convenings organized by academic centers and foundations.** We also held roundtable
discussions at the conclusion of each annual meetings with eight to ten participants who
were identified by association staff as having afairly “broad” view of their field and who

“think about policy often.”

A second line of inquiry is: “Which issues are most prominently discussed within the
culture sector? How often do policy issues appear on the agenda? What is the nature and
diversity of participants and speakers? To what extent do issues overlap conferences or
disciplines or remain the province of one or another? (And how has this changed over

time?)” To answer this second set of questions, we will examine a statistical profile of

1% The annual meetings we studied include those organized by the American Association of Museums; the
Alliance of Artists Communities; Grantmakersin the Arts; the National Guild of Community Schools of
the Arts; the National Trust for Historic Preservation; Opera America; the Association of Arts Presenters;
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topics and participants at the annual meetings of seven associatiors that took place
between 1992 and 2000. In so doing, we pay close attention to whether thereis
significant issue overlap or whether there is policy or issue fragmentation. We conclude
this section with a brief summary of the most salient policy issues raised by participants
in the roundtable conversations. It isimportant to point out that in this chapter we are
evaluating association meetings by our criteria effectiveness at advancing policy dialogue
—not theirs. In other words, these associations typically organize their meetings around
other important goals: professional development, leadership training, and networking, to
name afew. Nonetheless, national association meetings serve as important forums in the
cultural sector, and it is therefore worth investigating the policy dimensions of these

gatherings.

Talk about policy

The policy ladder

We attended approximately 20 meetings throughout the cultural sector, and a majority of
these were national meetings of arts service associations. At these gatherings we
functioned as “ policy ethnographers,” paying careful attention to what issues people
brought up for discussion and more importantly, how these issues connected to cultural
policy. For ten of these meetings, we carefully reviewed and coded our notes from as

many policy relevant sessions as we could attend.*® Essentially, we analyzed each

the National Association of Latino Artsand Culture; the Western States Folklorist Association; the Theatre
Communications Group; and the National Assembly of State Arts Agencies.

15 We could only attend afraction of all of the offerings because many of the sessions were coterminous.
Rather than choosing arandom sample of sessions, we decided to concentrate on those that offered the
most promise (based on their program descriptions) for engaging policy concerns. Therefore, we cannot
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comment in our notes in terms of a“policy ladder” (see figure 1). Comments were
classified into one of ten different stages or “rungs’: simply recognizing important
trends, thinking strategically, identifying conditions or problems, suggesting solutions,
recognizing policy windows (opportunities to affect policy), building consensus or setting
priorities, creating an action plan, and finally, enacting, implementing, and evaluating a
policy. (See appendix A for afuller description of each policy rung.) Thisis, of course,
only one way to characterize the policy making process, but it is useful for the purposes

of this research.

Results suggest that participants generaly remain on the first three rungs of the ladder -
trends, strategic thinking, and problem identification. (see figure 3.2). Of the 400
comments that have been classified thus far, 73 percent, or 291 comments, fall into these
three categories (87 comments have been designated as describing trends, 127 as strategic
thinking, and 77 as identifying conditions or broad problems). The next “rung” on the
ladder — where participants actually propose a possible policy alternative or solution —
receives 54 mentions (or 13 percent). Still fewer comments make it to identifying policy
opportunities or windows (32 comments), and almost no comments or discussions reach
the point of consensus building (setting priorities), action plans, or evaluation ard re-
design of existing policies. Ideally, more discussions would progress up the policy ladder
toward policy solutions, or at least take place at higher rungs on the ladder (Asa

hypothetical example, see the discussion about immigrant artists presented in figure 3.1).

generalize our findings to each conference as awhole. We can simply describe how policy was discussed in
those sessions where such concerns were most likely to surface.
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While recognizing this genera finding, there were a few instances when conversations
moved up several rungs on the ladder, creating a context that seemed to energize
participants and create “ break-through” moments in a conference. For example, at a
session on new media artists at the Grantmakers in the Arts (GIA) annual meeting,
participants lamented the fact that independent filmmakers are often poorly compensated
for their films and typically give up important rights to their work (even when the work is
funded through PBS). Rather than remain fixed on the problem, several participants
suggested that representatives of GIA meet with representatives of Grantmakersin Film
and Electronic Mediato hammer out a set of recommendations and polices for the
funding community that relate to investments in media and film projects (for example,
artist fee schedules, copyright issues, etc.). One participant in the discussion agreed to

the take the next step and convene the appropriate parties.

Similarly, participants at the National Association of Latino Arts and Culture (NALAC)
were able to identify a common problem for their community — too few Latino faculty
members in fine arts departments at U.S. colleges and universities. Participants felt that
“affirmative action” efforts targeted at Latino artists were not effective and expressed
frustration with the off cited excuse that “there are no qualified Latino faculty” to fill the
positions. After the identification of the problem, participants very quickly arrived at a
solution, built consensus, and created an action plan. They recommended instituting
“recruitment practices report cards’ for universities across the nation and assigned
responsibility to NALAC staff to carry out the action. The staff agreed to accept

responsibility, but not without significant reservations about whether the association had



Tepper and Hinton

the time or resources to advance the issue. This situation suggests that attendees may be
able to build consensus around policy solutions, and at times, asin the GIA conference,
individual participants will volunteer to move the process forward. But often conference
attendees will look to alarger authority, in this case the conference organizers, to take
responsibility for following up on recommendations. This, of course, raises the question
of what role associations should play in bringing to life policy ideas that arise during their

meetings.

These and other examples suggest that policy discussion can and does move forward at
conferences, but too often it does not. There are many issues vying for attention on lower
rungs of the ladder, and only a few are important enough, or sufficiently ripe, to warrant
further discussion. The challenge, and the opportunity, facing meeting organizers and
facilitators is to identify the right issues, help participants focus on achievable policy
solutions, and link the conversation with individuals and structures capable of

undertaking further action.

Overdl, with only afew exceptions, these findings suggest that we in the arts and culture
community are much better at recognizing how our field is changing (trends), what the
changes mean for our work (strategic thinking), and what problems result from the
changes (identifying problems), than at suggesting specific solutions or outlining plans to
address the problems. From a distance it might seem that we more readily embrace a

“culture of complaint” than an “attitude of activism.” The proverbial cup seems half

empty.
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Thisis not an entirely fair representation.  First, the results above are drawn from large,
annual meetings of national service associations, where it is less likely than in small,
targeted meetings that conversations will move up the ladder from problems to solutions.
Furthermore, moving up the ladder is not necessarily a move from complaint to activism,
but more accurately from broad discussion to specific thinking. It is much easier for
people to talk about policy in genera terms than to suggest specific aternatives or
opportunities for action. Participants may not have the disposition or experience to look
for opportunities to affect policy, to recognize barriers to changing policy, or to suggest

dternatives for field-wide action.

Does it matter, from a policy perspective, that most of the arts and culture meetings we
analyzed serve principally to air grievances, share concerns, and raise broad questions
about the role of the arts in society? In many ways the meetings (especialy the annual
conferences) resemble Southern style tent revivals, where “believers’ come together to
find mutual affirmation and seek the deeper meanings in their work and the world they
serve. Thisis surely an important consequence. But without sacrificing these often
intangible benefits, can we also consider ways to use our meetings to design policy
aternatives, identify opportunities in the political landscape, debate and deliberate

priorities, build consensus, and mobilize constituents?

It is important to acknowledge that policy making and problem solving take place at

severa levels. We might imagine placing the “policy ladder” against three different
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structures — a cottage, a condominium, and ahigh rise. By “cottage” we mean to
encompass the problems and decisions that can be made by the staff and leadership
within an organization (how to stabilize revenues, train better volunteers, and develop
board leadership). With “condominium” we include concerns that cannot be addressed
by asingleinstitution or organization — that is, problems that are community-wide (for
example, strengthening the arts in schools, influencing city-planning, and increasing local
public spending on the arts). In the condominium policy making or problem solving
typically involves collective action. (i.e., any single resident can not unilaterally decide to
redecorate the lobby or change the landscaping) The associational meetings we attended
generally do agood job of providing participants with the tools needed to fix the roofs
over their own cottages, but they are less siccessful at helping their constituents work

together as effective problem solversin political and community contexts.

Finally, some problems or policies belong in the “high rise,” typically those national in
scale, such as federal appropriations, regulation, legisation, litigation, and rule making,
aswell as policies promulgated by national organizations themselves, such as new codes
of conduct or new national grant programs. For the most part, high-rise decisions are
made by the owners of the building, not the residents. In other words, thisis an elite arena
of policy making, where leaders of national organizations and some foundation officers
participate in lobbying, building coalitions, testifying, gathering information, and
designing programs. Currently, the meetings of national arts service associations are not
designed primarily to advance this type of policy, although they can serve the leaders of

these groups by providing important information about activities in the field.
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Talk About Policy: Perspectives from the Roundtable Discussions

At the conclusion of each conference, we organized a roundtable discussion with eight to
ten participants who were identified for us by the staff of each association. Many of the
participants were either current or former board members of the national service
associations or were otherwise regarded as being leaders in the field. We asked these
panels to consider a number of questions, including: 1) what they thought cultural policy
consisted of; 2) their perception of how policy gets made in the cultural sector; 3) what
they considered to be the barriers to effective policy making; 4) in what forums do policy
concerns get discussed; and 5) what are the major policy issues or problems facing the
broader arts and culture community. We do not provide a detailed summary of these
discussions in this monograph. However, we do identify below a few common policy

themes that emerged from our conversations.

Top down ver sus bottom up policy

There are many different understandings of the notion of “policy.” For some, policy is
reflected in the decisions made by national membership associations. For others,
foundations and grantmakers set policy. Still others restrict their idea of policy to
government funding of the arts at the national, state and local levels. A few people
mentioned that cultural policy represented those decisions made by the governing boards
of national associations or even individual organizations. Finally, policy was often

equated with advocacy.
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Within these various definitions was a widespread perception, especially among
representatives of local organizations, that policy is top down, that *people in the
trenches have little to do with cultural policy,” and that policy is something that happens
to them, rather than something they actively help to shape. People remarked that policies

are often “handed down from foundations and program officers.”

Because policy is seen as top down, many felt that existing cultural policies often do not
adequately meet community needs. In citing an example of an insular, top down policy, a
few people mentioned the decision by foundations in the 1980s to begin funding diversity
initiatives in the arts. These initiatives were geared toward attracting ethnic minorities to
the mgjor cultural institutions (symphonies, museums, and theatres). Such efforts, it was
argued, failed to acknowledge that hundreds of smaller minority-based organizations
were aready reaching significant numbers of people from black and Latino communities.
Therefore, reasoned one participant, the intended “cultural policy” actually forced
struggling institutions of color to compete with larger established organizations for their

own audience base.

Policy is about big organization

The concern was raised at severa of the conferences that policy continues to cater to
large, established organizations to the detriment of the small, rural, unincorporated, or
community-based organizations. In one roundtable discussion it was suggested that the
"cultura dynasties" (large museums and theatres, ballet and opera companies, and

symphony orchestras) still determine policy and that midsize and smaller organizations
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are generally not at the table when policy gets discussed. We should stress that people’s
notions of what is talked about at the mythical cultural policy “table” often are based on
vague and ambiguous ideas about the policy process. Interviewees envisioned the
cultura policy community as something far more developed and manifest than is truly
the case. Nonetheless, they suspected that decisions and agendas are being set without
the input of particular disciplines or sub-sectors. Having a voice a the “table,” they
asserted, is necessary for survival. According to one participant, the vast majority of
funding still flows to major institutions. They added that unless the system breaks, the
major ingtitutions will continue to receive the bulk of funding, and the smaller
organizations will need to invent new ways to fund themselves or become unsustainable.
Others expressed concern that the cultural policy research agenda will focus on those
ingtitutions easiest to study — again, the larger organizations. This would follow what one
participant noted as the “looking for your keys under the lamppost” approach to cultural

policy research.

Funding: getting beyond traditional sources

It is clear from the roundtable discussions that policy is intimately and most often tied to
monetary concerns. As one roundtable participant stated, “where power lies, where
wealth is distributed, you will find policy.” However, we detected a noticeable shift in
interest, if not attention, to nonttraditional sources of support for the arts. In particular,
people talked about non-appropriation based strategies — for example, securing rehearsal
gpace for artists in unoccupied corporate offices during evening hours; tapping recycling

centers for artist materials; or as mentioned earlier, issuing report cards to universities to
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highlight their successes and failures at recruiting minority artists into faculty positions.
The preservation community is aleader in pursuing non-appropriation based strategies,
from smart codes that make it easier to rehabilitate historic properties to the creative “re-
use” of historic structures. Perhaps even more important was the growing recognition
among roundtable participants of the need to identify and pursue funding sources outside
of the cultural sector. It was argued that many federal, state and local government
programs and departments provide funding that art organizations and arts-based projects
are eligible for. The Intermodal Surface Transportation Efficiency Act (ISTEA),
administered by the Department of Transportation, was cited as an example. Over the
last decade more funding for preservation and heritage has come through Transportation
(through enhancement funds set aside by ISTEA) than any other single source. Similarly,
participants recognized that important sources of funding may exist in education,
housing, health, community development, human services, and a variety of other

departments and agencies.

The Gilded Ghetto

The idea of trying to identify resources in other sectors and government departments is
part of alarger trend, identified by our discussants, to move cultural concerns outside the
“gilded ghetto” — a term used to describe the insular nature of the arts community, their
funding structure, and their narrowly conceived public purposes. This led one participant
to clam that the term “cultura policy” isitself a barrier, and that we need to move from a
notion of cultural policy to one of community policy (from “policy for the arts’ to “the

artsfor public policy”). In addressing this shift in emphasis, roundtable participants
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discussed the importance of inter-sectoral partnerships and the need to involve cultural
leaders involved in larger issues of community planning. Again, to drive this point home,
one participant noted that we need to go from a“silos’ to a*“systems’ approach to
cultural policy. In spite of the collective enthusiasm for an expanded approach to cultural
policy, it is our impression that most arts leaders (especialy at the state and local levels)
do not have a concrete understanding of how to get a seat at the larger policy and
planning table, nor do they have a well-planned strategy for what to do once they get

there.

Toolbox Policy

Another important concept that was raised by roundtable participants was the difference
between “toolbox” and “deliberative” policy. Toolbox policy isthe set of strategies
available to organizations and individuals to help them solve their own problems and
concerns. For example, preservation advocates have at their disposal a variety of tools —
regulations, tax credits, smart codes, and zoning strategies — to save more effectively old
buildings and historic areas. But for these advocates, policy is rarely rooted in larger,
fidld-wide decisions and programs. (By way of contrast, deliberative policy involves
identifying shared concerns, questioning existing assumptions, and searching for optimal
solutions across multiple stakeholdersin afield.) In our conversations with conference
participants, people generally felt that annual meetings provided useful forums for
exchanging toolbox policy (sharing success stories, swapping best practices in peer group
discussions, etc.), but that such meetings were much less successful at encouraging,

sustaining, or capitalizing on deliberative policy discussions.
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A Focus on Crafting the Right Message.

In many of our conversations, we found the tendency for participants to drift from a
discussion of policy to a discussion about “the message.” In other words, for many arts
advocates, policy is primarily about “telling the story” of why what they do is important.
This may result both from a natural inclination to talk about abstract notions of value
(perhaps a predisposition of the types of people engaged in the arts sector) and from a
feeling of operating at the margins of public life with inadequate resources. Thus, feeling
constantly “embattled,” arts professionals are always on guard to defend the value and
worth of their enterprise and feel that developing a convincing message is the first step in
advancing policy. However, broad-based discussions about what the message should be
or how to develop a campaign to change public attitudes about the arts are not very
productive without considering the policy context. What is the specific policy
opportunity that such “campaigns’ seek to influence or advance? There is too much talk
about “shifting attitudes’ without discussing concrete policy alternatives. In other words,

what policy truck are we trying to drive through the changing landscape of opinion?

Statistical Profile of Seven Annual Meetings

In order to draw a more complete picture of the range of topics and participants featured
at the annual meetings of national arts service associations, we collected the program
books from each of seven conferences for the years 1992, 1996 and 2000. The meetings
included in our sample were organized by the American Association of Museums, Opera

America, American Symphony Orchestra League, Americans for the Arts, the Nationa
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Assembly of State Arts Agencies, Grantmakers in the Arts, and the National Trust for
Historic Preservation. We examined atotal of 21 conference programs and more than
1,100 conference sessions. For each session we documented information about the topic

and the participants (from the session descriptions available in the conference books).

First, we wanted to know which topic areas were discussed most frequently by
professionals in the arts community between 1992 and 2000. Our analysis reveals that
280 of the 1,100 conference sessions reviewed focused on internal management issues.
This represents 25 percent of al conversations. This should come as no surprise given
that a primary goa of these national service associations, and of their annual meetings, is
to provide members with tools to strengthen their individual organizations and to hone
their skills as professionals and managers. When we look at the 40 other topic areas,
spanning a wide variety of issues within the sector, we find a great deal of dispersion.
(see table 1). In other words, few topics dominate the agenda. Arts and heritage
education led all topics, discussed in 11.5 percent of the sessions (81 sessions). Other
areas that received prominent attention were technology, audience devel opment, grants
and philanthropy, and strategic partnerships. When we aggregate our topics into 15

broad issue areas, we see again significant dispersion across areas (table 2).1°

It is also interesting to examine which associations concentrated on which issue aress.
(table 3). While management issues generally dominate the agendas of all the national

meetings in our sample, the associations that represent nonprofit arts organizations

18 Note the high frequency of “preservation-related” issues reflects the fact that virtually all the NTHP
conference sessions dealt with preservation.
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(symphonies, opera companies, and museums) were much more likely to talk about
management concerns (which are of immediate relevance to their everyday work) than
those associations representing public and private grantmakers, who typically focused on

broader issues such as arts in communities.

In chapter 2, we discussed how the cultural policy community isfragmented. A
fragmented community implies that, in general, people are talking about a variety of
issues rather than a select few “high priority” items. There are many different agendas,
with each sub-field focusing on its own set of priorities. One way to examine
fragmentation is to look at “issue overlap” and “issue salience.” The first refers to the
extent to which an area of interest is regularly discussed across sub-fields and sectors
(symphonies, operas, museums, and grantmakers). That is, does an issue show up on
multiple agendas? Salience refers to the frequency with which an issue is discussed
across all conferences.  Our sample of 1,100 conference sessions allows us to examine
the extent of fragmentation in the community. Table 3 suggests that there are only a
handful of issues that have both high overlap and high salience. One such issue is
audience development and participation, which was discussed by every association and
which represented between 5 and 10 percent of al conversations across the board (the
only exception being the National Trust for Historic Preservation). Similarly, the issue of

arts education has relatively high overlap and salience.

To get a better sense of the degree to which the cultural sector has coalesced around a set

of specific concerns, we disaggregate our issue areas and look more closely at the 40
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specia topics. The last column in table 1 contains what we are calling a “ consensus
index,” and it represents the product of how often each association discussed an issue (the
percentage of sessions dedicated to atopic).!” Theindex is arough measure of both the
overlap and the salience of atopic. To understand the scale of this measure, consider a
scenario where 6 different associations each address atopic areain 10 percent of their
conference sessions (fairly high visibility and overlap). Thistopic areawould receive a
7.0 on our index, indicating that it is emerging as a consensus agenda item. A negative
number indicates higher fragmentation, or lack of attention to an issue across the field.
For this part of the analysis, we calculate the index based on the 6 associations that are
most directly involved in the arts and exclude the Nationa Trust for Historic Preservation
(the issues facing preservationists are sufficiently different that to include this group

would exaggerate the degree of fragmentation in the cultural sector).

Table 1 shows that a handful of topic areas receive sustained attention across disciplines.
In particular, issues surrounding technology, grants and philanthropy, strategic
partnerships, art and community life, and art and heritage in the school s appear as the
most central concerns for this group of cultural professionals (at least as represented by
the agendas of annual meetings). However, issues such as at-risk youth, amateur art,
economic impact and art and social activism receive negative index scores (between —
7.69 and —5.22). This indicates that there is little agreement across the community that
these issues deserve significant attention.  Without a more systematic comparison with

other fields, it is hard to know whether our data revea a highly fragmented policy field or

Y Theformulafor the “consensus index” is as follows: Ln(%l; Cy+%l1Cp+%I,C5 . »10°); where I=Issue and
C=Conference; and %l ,C; = the percent of sessionsin conference 1 that issue 1 was discussed; and Ln =
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one that is more integrated. Much depends on the breadth and aggregation of categories
included in the analysis.'® A tentative conclusion is that the cultural community is still
tied to many of the more entrenched areas of concern (grantmaking and arts education),
while newer policy areas (international issues and globalization; civic dialogue;
commercia and nonprofit interaction; and economic issues) remain less prominent. Of
course broad categories such as strategic partnerships and arts and community life (both
of which score high on the consensus index) might cover concepts and approaches that

are new and important in terms of advancing a common policy agenda.

So far we have examined how topics and issues in the cultura sector are dispersed across
associational meetings. But how does attention to these issues change over time? By
examining weighted frequencies for each of our 40 topic areasin 1992, 1996 and 2000
separately, we can determine, abeit roughly, which issues are rising and which are falling
on the agendas of these associations. (See table 4). As might be expected, focus on the
federal cultural agencies has seen a modest decline since the early 1990s, when the
embattled NEA was the focus of significant political debate. Similarly, discussions
related to advocacy — which is often linked to support for the national endowments—has
also waned. Somewhat to our surprise (given the thrust of many informal discussions we

had with conference participants), focus on art and community life as well as community

natural logarithm.

18 1tisno surprise that the index is higher for broader topic areas (like technology) where different
approaches to technology all get lumped together and therefore show up on multiple agendas (as compared
to atopic like “at-risk youth,” which is much more specific).
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development has not increased over the years, but has, in fact, shown modest declines.®
Equally surprising, art and heritage in schools (arts education), while still a dominant

issue, has seen a 33 percent decline since 1996.

Nevertheless, severa issues received more prominent attention in 2000 than in the
previous decade. For example, there appears to be an increasing interest in artistic
excellence and quality, perhaps as a reaction to some of the more utilitarian arguments
for the arts that have been popular since the early 1990s. We aso see increases in the
sessions geared toward technology and Web-based communication strategies, and
growing interest in leadership development (and succession). Thislatter trend may
reflect the fact that many of the founding directors of the nonprofits that blossomed
during the 1970s and early 1980s are looking ahead to retirement and are concerned that

anew generation of leaders might not be prepared to succeed them.

Finally, we can look not only at the topics of conversation, but also at the extent to which
panels are designed explicitly with policy concerns in mind and whether the conversation
is focused outward on local, state or national concerns or inward on organizational needs
and interests. Table 5 shows that 1992 featured the most conference sessions explicitly
on policy (5.1 percent of al sessions). This figure dropped to 2.7 percent in 1996 and
rose to 4.5 percent in 2000. Given the recent investment by several foundations,
academic centers, and policy institutes to build an infrastructure for cultural policy, itis

disappointing that explicit policy conversations do not play a more prominent role at

19 See our discussion later in this chapter where we document “community building” as an important theme
raised in roundtabl e discussions.
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national meetings. Y et we do see arisein policy discussions since 1996, and we might
expect alag between initial investmentsin cultural policy (the late 1990s) and its
appearance on conference schedules. If we update our analysis with conference
information from 2002, we might well find an even greater increase in policy focused
sessions. Lastly, table 6 indicates that conference participants are less likely over time to
talk about issues that deal with local, state and national concerns and more likely to
consider internal organizational matters (afocus that rises from 44 percent of all
conference sessionsin 1992 to 57 percent in 2000). Again, thistrend that associational
meetings are increasingly focused on helping their members meet organizational and
administrative needs, with larger field-wide concerns less visible, athough still

important.

In addition to the range of issues discussed at annual meetings, we also consider the
profile of speakers and panelists. Who are we inviting to our meetings? Who do we turn
to for ideas and information? How does this differ across associations and over time?
Table 7shows that the vast mgjority of all speakers and panelists represent nonprofit
organizations and that most of these are from arts-based nonprofits (both presenting and
non-presenting organizations). Americans for the Arts and the National Assembly of
State Arts Agencies (who collectively represent local and state granting agencies) are the
only associations that draw heavily ongovernment officials as conference speakers. In
fact, government representatives are visibly absent from the programs of the major
presenting arts associations (opera and symphonies), Grantmakers in the Arts, and the

American Association of Museums. Researchers and scholars, along with artists,
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comprise arelatively consistent, but small proportion (5-8 percent) of the participant pool
at most meetings. (It isinteresting to note that artists are better represented at the
meeting of grantmakers compared to any other association meeting). From our
perspective it appears that, associations ook to their own backyards when searching for
speakers and panelists. In addition, if we look at trends over time (table 8), we find a
decrease in the number of representatives from government and in the number of non-arts
related nonprofit speakers. However, we do see a trend toward inclusion of more
researchers and scholars, more commercia organizations, and dightly more artists. Y,
overal, the field has seena decrease in the proportion of conference sessions featuring
speakers from outside the cultural sector —from a high of 40 percent in 1992 to alow of
25 percent in 1996 and (29 percent in 2000). In spite of the frequent rhetoric by cultura
leaders of imploring arts advocates to build bridges and make connections to other
sectors and fields, it appears that, at least in terms speakers at the large annual meetings,

we are increasingly drawing from within rather than from outside the arts.

I ssues and Problems: A Qualitative L ook at the Arts and Culture Agenda

Chapter two discussed the importance of the “problem stream” in the policy making
process. In order to be considered seriously by decision makers, policy solutions must be
linked to clearly defined problems, and there should be consensus by experts and the
public regarding the nature and urgency of the problem and the consequences of inaction.
It isimportant to point out the difference between problems and conditions. Kingdon
(1995) writes: “There is a difference between a condition and a problem. We put up with

al manner of conditions every day; bad weather, unavoidable and untreatable illnesses,
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pestilence, poverty. Asone lobbyist said, ‘If you only have four fingers on one hand,
that’s not a problem; that’s a situation.” Conditions become defined as problems when
we come to believe we should do something about them” ((109). From our discussions
with leaders in the cultural sector, it is clear that the cultural community is more likely to

discuss issues and concerns than policy-focused problems.

For example, at the meetings we studied, participants might bring up the issue of
increasing financial pressures on mid-sized arts organizations. However, in order to cast
this issue as a problem, the conversation needs reframing as follows. “Mid-sized
performing arts organizations are facing financial strains, forcing many to close their
doors. Existing government support programs are slow to redirect resources to these
vulnerable organizations. Thisisleading to increasing levels of unemployment among
second-tier professional artists, who spend most of their productive careers at these
ingtitutions. These artists are critical to the arts infrastructure in this country, including
America’'s most prestigious symphonies, theatres, and opera companies.” Herethe
problem is recast as one of “unemployment.” The point is that the framing of a problem
must implicitly (if not explicitly) answer the questions, “who cares? (whose problem is

this?)” and “so what?’ (what are the consequences?).

Carroll Joynes, Executive Director, of the Program in Cultural Policy at the University of
Chicago’ s Harris School, also concludes, in a private correspondence, that problems are
largely absent from the cultural policy agenda. In talking with students at the Harris

School about cultural policy, he finds that “many come to the School to discuss and learn
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about serious social issues [problems] and how to address them — child welfare, the
environment, health care, care for the aged, and so on. Artsand culture, or cultura

policy issues, strike them as ‘non problems’ by comparison. While issues in the cultural
sector are interesting and perhaps worthwhile [in terms of study and research], they still
do not see what the pressing problems are that need addressing — that is, arts and culture
seem to be doing fine.” He adds, “What would happen — what would the negative
consequences be — if there were no cultural policy field and no research being done in the
cultural sector?” Thisremains, we believe, one of the biggest challenges facing the
development of the cultural policy community — identifying agreed upon problems and

clearly articulating the consequences resulting from the failure to address these problems,

In chapter 2 we described Kingdon's approach to identifying issues and problems that
were high on the agenda of a policy field. He interviewed more than one hundred policy
actorsin a particular domain (transportation and health) and asked them simply, “What
are the main problems that you are occupied with these days?” While we were unable to
replicate this method, we did interview approximately 100 arts leaders and professionals
through a series of roundtable discussions at a dozen meetings and conferences
throughout the cultural sector. Like Kingdon, we asked these groups, “What are the
policy issues or concerns facing the broader arts community as well as those facing your
particular discipline? However, unlike the areas that Kingdon studied, where most
people in the field recognized a handful of common problems, we did not find much

consensus. It ishard to identify what is clearly on the “agenda’ for cultural policy actors.
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That said, there were afew issues and concerns which were mentioned often erough to
merit, perhaps, pre-agenda status — that is, issues that have some resonance throughout
the community, but are not, perhaps, identified consistently as one of three or four major

areas of concern. These include:

Testing. Concern was raised that the arts will become even more marginalized as
educational policy increasingly focuses on standards and testing.

L eadership. Across disciplines people are pre-occupied with the question of who
will be the next generation of nonprofit arts leaders.

Individual participation. Several participants raised the issue of individual
participation in art-making activity, suggesting that “people today are not
doing creative things as often.”

Trust and elitism. There was some concern about cultural institutions losing the
trust of their audiences and communities. This was connected with the
themes raised in the American Canvas report about the arts being
perceived as dlitist.

Artsecology. A common theme was that small-and-medium-sized cultural
institutions face special challenges in the coming decades and will
increasingly have trouble competing with the large, elite organizations and
the very small, “unincorporated” art groups. Moreover, there was concern
that nontraditional and marginal art forms (folk art, immigrant art, certain
types of popular culture) were not well served by current cultural policies.

Information commons and intellectual property. There is a growing awareness
that arts and culture must grapple with intellectual property issues. Some
participants talk about the loss of the “information commons’ (materia in
the public domain that can be freely used by artists and educators); others
worry that new technologies will make it easier for people to “steal” an
artist’s copyrighted material.

Affordable artist space. Concern was raised about escalating real estate prices,
and the challenges posed to artists in finding housing and studio space.
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Barriersto exchange. Participants discussed globalization and the need to foster
international dialogue and cultural exchange. However, because of labor
contracts, visa issues, and other immigration policies, it is increasingly
difficult for artists to travel and work in foreign countries and for foreign
artists to work in the United States.

Commer cialization and commodification. Many participants lamented the
blurring of the boundary between nonprofit and commercial enterprises
and activities. They felt that commercial interests and corporate
sponsorship were influencing artistic decisions and having negative
(though difficult to specify) consequences on the cultural sector. (People
mentioned, for example, recent museum exhibitions of corporate
collections, such as Saatchi, Armani, and Versace.)

Preservation and heritage. There is diffuse concern about various aspects of
preservation and the need to pay greater attention to the care of important
cultura artifacts. Many people worried about the unique preservation
challenges posed by digitalization.

Quality of life. Participants often raised quality of life issues when talking about
the arts. More specifically, many people felt that quality of life issues
were becoming more important to citizens (in response to longer work
hours, traffic and congestion, and sprawl) and that the arts can be major
assets for communities that are seeking to make improvements in this area.

Barriersto access. Severa peoplefelt that the challenges facing people living
in rural communitiesin terms of access to cultural ingtitutions and events

deserved more attention.

Finally, we should acknowledge that the issue of “community building,” while not
framed as a problem, was prominently featured in virtually every roundtable discussion
and was well represented in the conference sessions that we attended. In fact, Jim Smith,

consultant to the Getty Trust and an early supporter of the cultural policy movement,
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argues that community building has become the zeitgeist or the defining metaphor, for
public debate in this country. In the 1930s the defining notion was security (national
security and social security); in the 1950s it was devel opment and economic regeneration
(post-war). Now, it is community building, and the cultural sector has clearly joined the
bandwagon.?° For example, preservationists cast their efforts in terms of strengthening
communities rather than ssmply saving old buildings; schools of the arts talk about
improving the “quality of life” in communities, rather than simply training children to
excel in the arts; and museums talk about building socia capital and trust instead of
collecting, preserving and displaying art and culture. In fact, the keynote speaker at the
American Association of Museums (AAM) annual meeting in 2000 (where the
conference theme was “ spirit of community”) was author Robert Putnam, who
emphasized the role that museums can play in generating social bonds and civic renewal.
Most people with whom we spoke were convinced by Putnam’s argument and felt that
socia capital and civic engagement represented a new raison d’ etre for the museum
community. Thiswas echoed in the roundtable discussion a the AAM, where
participants emphasized that arts leaders should think in terms of “community policy”

rather than “cultural policy.”

Similarly, in the roundtable discussion at the National Assembly of State Arts Agencies,
participants discussed that “case-making” to public officials will now have to rely on
community or citizen needs, instead of the needs of artists and arts organizations.

Participants in the Orchestra Forum meeting, sponsored by the Andrew Mellon

20 Note: Smith raised thisissue at the Grantmakersin the Arts conference in 2000 — well before the
September 11 tragedy, which has arguably shifted the debate back to issues of “security.”
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Foundation, noted that musicians must exert leadership not only within their respective
organizations, but in their communities as well (as educators, community ambassadors,
and spokespersons). In discussing “risk taking”, one participart at the forum noted, “It is

the community that must have the vision, not just the orchestral”

The notion of community building — using the arts as community assets — is clearly on the
agenda of cultural professionals and policy makers, but it is not represented as a problem
connected to a set of policy aternatives. Instead, it issmply a“big idea’ that influences
how organizations and individuals in the cultural sector conceive of and approach their

missions and their audiences.
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Figure3.1: Thepolicy ladder and immigrant artists: an example of a community-level discussion.

Stages Description Examples

1 Trend Participants call attention to “There are agrowing number of immigrantsin
broad, field-wide trends. our community, many of whom bring with them

very rich artistic traditions.”

2 Strategic Thinking | Participants ask general “We need to do a better job of building bridges
questions about how to change to new immigrant communities, and the arts are
the environment in which they an effective way to do so.”
work and how to influence broad
trends.

3 Concerns and Participantsraise afield-wide, or | “Immigrant artists are not adequately supported
Problem community-wide problem or in most communities. They do not have access
Identification grievance. to existing sources of funding because of

language barriers and because existing grant
categories don't recognize immigrant art forms.”

4 Policy Solutions Participants suggest specific “ Arts organizations, grantmakers and local
policy alternatives that address human service providers should supply technical
problems or flesh out a assistance to help immigrant artists apply for
recommended strategy. grants and gain access to community resources.

The arts community should work with local
universities to identify experts who can help
evaluate and interpret unfamiliar immigrant art
forms.”

5 Policy Windows Participantsidentify specific “Our mayor hasjust created ataskforce on
and Barriers opportunities (or barriers) for immigrant affairs (TIA). Support structures for

policy action— new legislation, immigrant artists should be high on their

rule making, an important agenda.” Or, “The state hasjust implemented a
meeting or summit, the release new curriculum guideline emphasizing multi-

of areport, or apress conference | cultural education. Thisisagood opportunity to
—wh