
 
 

 

Towards a Leadership Development Curriculum for Arts and Cultural Administrators of Color 

by Anthony D. Meyers 
 
 

This paper explores the notion of leadership 

development within the New York City nonprofit 

arts and cultural sector, with a lens on those arts 

and cultural administrators who identify as people 

of color (POC) and the circumstances facing these 

professionals in achieving leadership positions at 

these organizations. Along with the contextual 

factors facing these professionals, the paper offers 

a learning framework that is specifically tailored to 

this population. The goal of the paper is the 

introduce these topics and invite research, critique, 

and investment from funders, academicians, 

leaders, and arts administrators. 

 

I will share information from a recent survey of the 

current demographic makeup of the cultural 

workforce in New York City, and propose 

opportunities to connect POC arts and cultural 

administrators to relevant education and resources 

that can support continuous learning, reduce 

isolation among POC arts administrators, and 

create spaces for them to explore what it means to 

a “whole leader” who brings all of one’s social 

identities fully into the workplace and professional 

community. 

 

Understanding Terms 

There are important naming conventions and 

categories that can maximize the learning 

opportunities for arts administrators of color. 

These terms also ground social identities and 

defines experience in time-based language, as I 

make a case below for the relevance of experience 

over time as indicator for leadership readiness. 

 

• Arts and cultural administrator is a person who 

engages in business operations in an arts or 

cultural organization. 

 

• ALAANA is the acronym for combined 

terminology of racial identities African, Latinx, 

Asian, Arab, and Native American. For the 

purposes of this paper, I will use the term 

People of Color, or POC to define this 

population. While I use this term to connect the 

ways that non-White racial populations in the 
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U.S. experience racism, especially in the arts 

and cultural workforce, I acknowledge the ways 

that the terminology is incomplete and 

problematic. Lisa Yancey addressed the 

complications of compressing identities for the 

purposes of research and defining the 

literature: 

“We caution the reader from perceiving that 

the needs, challenges, and aspirations of all of 

the African, LatinX, Asian, Arab, and Native 

American participants in this study are the 

same. There are undoubtedly aligned themes, 

but we hold true that the distinct lived 

experiences across and within the breadth of 

these cultural organizations equally matter.” 

(Yancey, 2018) 

 

• Ready Now Skills (Meyers, 2018) are defined as 

a mastery of core operational and competency 

skills cultivated within an institution, such that 

one's focus can be redirected to higher-level 

organizational functions regarding challenges 

such as vision, strategic planning, and managing 

change. 

 

• Ready Future Skills (Meyers, 2018) are those 

operational and competency skills that are 

currently in development, some at an 

intermediate-level while other competencies 

are being explored at a novice level. The 

concept of ready future denotes a yearning of 

the professional to master the variety of skills 

that will allow them to shift their focus onto 

higher-level organizational projects, goals, and 

titles. 

 

• Single-identity group: especially for the 

purposes of trainings or learning events, single- 

identity groups are those collective spaces that 

are created based in a shared identity, be it 

race, gender, or other socially-constructed 

identities. This allows for a degree of shared 

language around similar lived experiences. 

 

Emiko M. Ono (2016), through their work with the 

William and Flora Hewlett Foundation, identified 

three categories of career leaders: 

 

• Early-career leaders (formative period): those 

with ten or fewer years of professional 

experience in the arts. 

 

• Mid-career leaders (some expertise developed, 

with opportunities to grow): those with 

between eleven and twenty-five years of 

experience. 

 

• Late-career leaders (well-developed expertise, 

executive leadership, exploring new 

opportunities): those with more than twenty- 

five years of experience. 
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The notion of time as an indicator of experience or 

mastery has been complicated by the work ethics 

and leadership interests of millennials, or Gen 

Y'ers, who "are confident in both themselves and 

their future, motivated, goal-oriented, optimistic, 

assertive, and they believe they are right. As a 

result, they feel pressure to succeed." (Chonko, 

Grisaffe, Roberts, VanMeter, 2013). And if this 

population has a perception of being Ready Now 

leaders, they may view themselves as being in a 

later stage of leader development. 

 

For me, mastery is the sum of hours of related and 

unrelated experiences, be it professional and 

personal, that informs an enhanced point of view 

and repertoire of tactics and strategies, and are 

relevant to one's professional practices. These may 

include direct job experiences as well as those 

related to volunteer work, or service on a nonprofit 

board of directors or advisory group. Many refer to 

the research that indicates "ten thousand hours of 

practice is required to achieve the level of mastery 

associated with being a world-class expert — in 

anything", writes the neurologist David Levitin 

(Gladwell, 2008). 

 

In terms of my personal history: I have built a 

career as an African-American arts administrator 

within the nonprofit arts and cultural sector in the 

New York tristate area. Over the course of twenty 

years, I have developed expertise in program 

management, event planning, fundraising, donor 

cultivation, administration, and strategic planning. 

These years of honing my knowledge and building a 

repertoire of skills were coupled with the obstacles 

that I have faced in achieving key leadership titles 

and positions at predominantly White-led 

organizations. I wanted to be part of the key 

decision-making executive group at these 

institutions, and unfortunately, leadership roles 

were filled with professionals that were hired from 

outside the organization. In one institution, I was 

told by the Executive Director that they couldn’t 

“see” a leadership role that I could fill there. 

 

In a report titled Beyond 26 Percent, through a 

project of Harlem Stage and The Field, a survey was 

sent to 21 pipeline providers, organizations 

committed to developing the careers of arts 

administrators of color in New York City. Those 

organizations administered these surveys to 

current and former leadership development 

fellows and interns. Of the received 85 responses, 

47 were from persons of color and the remaining 

were persons who identify as White. Almost half of 

the 47 respondents of color stated that they did 

not get a sense that there would be a pathway to a 

permanent position in arts administration after 

their fellowship (2018). 
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Diversity in the New York City Department of Cultural Affairs Community,  

Ithaka S+R, 2016 
 
 

The New York City population is composed of 67% 

of people of color, however 78% of the current 

New York City arts leadership is White, and a large 

percentage of those White leaders represent 

members of the Baby Boomer generation. While 

there are over 17,000 professionals of color 

working in the cultural sector who often struggle to 

gain access to opportunities for professional 

growth, 75% of White leaders interviewed stated 

that there was a lack of a culturally diverse 

leadership applicant pool for new positions (Ithaka 

S+R, 2016). 

 

Additional economic, societal, and logistical 

investments must be made to enhance the 

equitable distribution of power and influence 

within the arts and cultural sector. Holly Sidford 

and Alexis Frasz, as part of the Helicon 

Collaborative, stated in their 2017 report, Not 

Just Money: "diversity and equity issues in the 

cultural sector matters more than ever." 

Why does racial equity in arts leadership matter? 

According to Sidford & Frasz, "The nonprofit sector 

plays an essential role in developing diverse creative 

voices, nurturing artistic risk-taking, and 

ensuring wide access to arts and culture in 

every community across the country. They go 

further: "nonprofit organizations are particularly 

important vehicles for nourishing cultural 

creation and stewarding forms of artistic 

expression that are new, unfamiliar or unlikely to 

thrive in the marketplace alone." 

 

Ruderman & Hughes-James identified the 

advantages of attending a single-identity group 

feedback-intensive program: “it offers a safe and 

supportive environment for sharing experiences, 

taking risks, practicing skills.” In addition, “it 

provides an opportunity to be with others like 

oneself in contrast to the isolation usually 

experienced. It provides a source of peers, role 

models, and a chance to rehearse culture 

(Ruderman & Hughes-James, 2010). The 

philanthropic sector must consider providing 

deeper support for the creation of formal learning 

environments for single-identity, ALAANA arts 

administrator groups that foster continuous 

learning, community building, and resource 

sharing. 
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There is an incredible value to such programs for 

these arts administrators, as opportunities to 

reflect on their individual and collective 

experiences explicitly, and within psychologically 

safe spaces, and explore strategies to uproot the 

detrimental impact of White supremacy practices 

within organizational cultures. Not only can these 

professionals build support systems within these 

networks, but they can uncover tools to evolve 

within these cultures and ultimately shift them 

from the inside out. 

 

For the purposes of this paper I identify POC arts 

administrators who are mid-career leaders, those 

with ready now skills, as the prime target 

population for this single-identity group that can 

best benefit from a leadership development 

curriculum and environment. 

 

Experience Reflection: A Curriculum that 

Embraces Experience, Key Concepts, and 

Community Building 

 

In 2004, Henry Mintzberg addressed the need for 

more managers that already bring a greater sense 

of life and professional experiences to the 

workplace and the learning space, over those 

coming in from MBA programs fresh from 

undergraduate degree programs and no life 

experience. His proposition supports the earlier 

mentioned notions of POC mid-career arts 

administrators having ready now skills which need 

to be cultivated and honed. Mintzberg felt that the 

broader range of experiences that a leader can 

bring into the learning space, the more impactful 

the learning will be for that leader as well as their 

peers, facilitators, and teachers. 

“Expertise does not always have to be imported 

into learning environments. Take advantage of the 

expertise people bring when fostering learning 

communities. Specialized expertise should augment 

experiences people bring and can share with each 

other. Creativity, learning, and innovation happen 

in networked spaces. When people come together 

to ideate, they push each other to imagine what is 

possible.” (Yancey) 

 

To base one’s learning on the foundation of 

personal and professional experiences often 

removes barriers to insights that can be 

internalized and manifest as one’s authentic 

leadership voice. Bringing one’s experiences into 

the learning space as a POC arts administrator 

creates opportunities for identifying the oppressive 

forces at play within hiring and promotion practices 

as institutions, but also highlights patterns within 

organizational cultures that block learning and 

growth and creates an always already determined 

scenarios where black and brown people can never 

advance. 
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Here is how Mintzberg defines experience 

reflection: 

“the managers bring their experience to the 

classroom, where the faculty introduce various 

concepts, theories, models. We can say that the 

managers live in the territory while the faculty 

provide the maps. Reflection takes place where 

these components meet: experience considered in 

the light of conceptual ideas. The resultant learning 

is carried back to the job, where it impacts 

behavior, providing further experience for reflection 

on the job and back to the classroom.” (Mintzberg, 

pg. 22) 

 
 

Experienced Reflection in Management Education, Mintzberg, 2004 
 
 
 

While the notion of experience reflection seems 

clear and comprehensive, challenges arise when 

one is not able to share one's learning in the 

workplace, and this reflection is stymied when 

power dynamics are informed by racism and all of 

their social identity intersections impedes the 

managers’ ability to share their learning in a safe 

and encouraging environment. While this is an 

issue for learning programs, regardless of who 

participates, I posit that this issue tends to weigh 

more heavily on those POC arts administrators who 

are often less encouraged to explore leadership 

opportunities in the workplace. 

 

Inclusion of an insightful experience reflection 

module during a learning event must be balanced 

with a clear identification of the ways that racism 

manifests among groups and within the workplace. 

The social justice organization Race Forward 

defined four types of racism embedded across two 

dimensions, on micro and macro levels: 

 

• Internalized racism (micro): lies within 

individuals. These are private beliefs about race 

that reside in our minds. 

 

• Interpersonal racism (micro): occurs between 

individuals. Once we bring our private beliefs 

about race into our interactions with others, we 

are now in the interpersonal realm. 

 

• Institutional racism (macro): occurs within 

institutions. It involves discriminatory 

treatment, unfair policies and practices, and 

inequitable opportunities and impacts based on 

race. 

 

• Structural racism (macro): is racial bias across 

institutions and society. It's the cumulative and 

compound it effects of an array of factors that 
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systematically privileges White people and 

disadvantages peoples of color. 

 

The weight of racism, and its manifestations within 

interpersonal and institutional environments 

within the arts and cultural sector, calls for multi- 

layered support for an enhanced learning 

experience. This enhanced support must come 

from developmental relationships. This may 

include formal mentoring programs mentoring 

circles and learning partners. These community- 

building relationships provide psychosocial support 

and validation to one's instincts, gut feelings, and a 

sense of the racial implications that are present in 

the professional lives of arts and cultural 

administrators of color. 

 

An example of a formal mentorship program that 

provide effective professional and leadership 

development experiences for ALAANA arts 

administrators is the Leadership Through 

Mentorship Initiative with the organization Women 

of Color in the Arts (WOCA). The organization’s 

Statement of Purpose outlines the relationships 

gained across career levels and reiterates the need 

for investment: 

“WOCA’s Leadership Through Mentorship Initiative 

is an initiative which pairs emerging and mid-level 

administrators with more seasoned leaders with 

the explicit purpose of cultivating long-term 

professional investment and self-sustainability for 

women of color in the performing arts field”. 

(WOCA website) 

 

Another example of the opportunities that form 

from building strong developmental relationships is 

demonstrated by Americans for the Arts that offers 

the Diversity in Arts Leadership (DIAL) Labs, an 

"investment in the mid-career to senior leadership 

transition among arts nonprofit professionals who 

are poised for leadership positions." The main goal 

of the mentorship program is to "create pathways 

for more diverse leaders in the highest levels of 

arts management in New York City and nationally." 

The most compelling component of this program is 

that they pair participants who have completed 

their professional development with senior-level 

leaders established in their career for a six- to nine- 

month period to serve as champions, 

accountability partners, and advisors. And I believe 

these pairings occur across racial and social identity 

categories. 

 

For POC arts administrators, the presence of peer- 

based learning exchanges and community building 

has played an important role in helping this 

population not only build support among like- 

minded professionals who have similar shared 

experiences and shared language, but find 

common purpose perspectives that impact 

problem solving and innovative approaches to 

organizational growth and audience impact.
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These exchanges may come in the form of peer 

membership organizations like Museum Hue, 

which offers workshops, tours, mixers, panel 

discussions, round tables and conferences, and 

one-on-one conversations, to "create actionable 

steps to interrupt historical practices of racism 

toward proper representation of people of color." 

 

Peer-based learning networks, as well as 

mentorship and feedback intensives, create 

extraordinary opportunities for personal and 

professional self-actualization within arts and 

cultural administrators of color. 

 

In exploring experience reflection as a means for 

self-actualization, as a frame for a learning event, I, 

in conjunction with my team at Leading 

ChangeMakers1, propose a six-category model that 

allows participants to navigate the ways that the 

racial, gender, and class-based self moves through 

the world and in the arts and cultural workplace. 

These six categories are: 
 

 
1. The Actualized Individual: this category 

examines how one’s relationship with the 

oneself can impact the ways that self-care, 

 
 
 
 

1 Leading ChangeMakers is a social venture seeks to achieve 

racial equity in nonprofit arts leadership through education 

and interventions at the individual and organizational levels, 

goals, aspirations, and accountability manifest 

in one’s professional and personal lives. 

 

2. Understanding Power: examines how 

individuals can utilize self-reflection and peer 

exchange to investigate the ways that power 

manifests in personal and leadership 

expression. 

 

3. The Self and Others: explores the ways that 

individuals share professional and personal 

space with others. 

 

4. Institutional Ecosystems: incorporates active 

learning, case studies, personal story sharing, 

and group skills-building to understanding the 

relationship between the self and the 

institution in which one works. 

 

5. Management and Radical Decision-Making: 

investigates the ways our knowledge of our 

work intersects with how we contribute to 

organizational mission and vision. 

 

6. Creating Change: examines methods of 

creating institutional and structural change as 

an opportunity to influence groups of people 

and foster greater positive social impact. 

 
with a focus on developing the authentic leadership voices of 

historically underrepresented peoples and establishing a more 

inclusive cultural sector. 
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Within each category there are opportunities for 

modules that may be offered as three- to four-hour 

workshops, or a five to six week-long series. Each 

category has its own set of learning objectives that 

creates opportunities to bring one's personal 

experiences into a space with single identity peers 

as well as allows for opportunities for the 

introduction of peer and expert mentorship in the 

room as a curriculum enhancement. There are 

many ways that these learning categories can be 

experienced. One may participate in an open- 

enrollment, single-identity workshop, or a series of 

categories combined as sessions that unfold 

through a sequential model. 

 

Finally, if an arts organization is committed to 

offering learning development curriculum for their 

POC employees, they may opt to bring in 

teacher/facilitators who can come to the 

organization and provide a platform that includes 

some or all the categories. 

 

Conclusion 

When considering the journey of creating a 

focused leadership development curriculum for 

arts administrators of color, this paper is squarely 

positioned at the very beginning of the process. 

 

Future steps to investing in curriculum 

development would be to explore the components 

of the Learning Transfer model, described by 

Holton & Baldwin, which charts the transfer 

intervention process from the learner, through the 

learning preparation process, the actual learning 

event, and moving through an understanding of 

the conditions for sustained learning, as well as the 

application of learning over time (Holton & 

Baldwin, 2013). 

 

Learning events must be developed with outcomes 

in mind while factoring in the ripple effect that 

comes when a person experiences self- 

actualization personally and professionally, and 

shifts the ways they consider problem solving, 

resource sharing, and community building, which 

impacts others in ways that are unknown. 

 

Ultimately, arts organizations must be prime 

investors in the leadership development of arts 

administrators of color, as these ready-now and 

ready-future leaders often hold the institutional 

memory at their institutions, and represent the 

future of the arts and cultural field if the field is 

truly committed to representing the racially and 

ethnically diverse population that consumes arts 

and culture offerings. This investment should come 

in the form of financial sponsorship for external 

trainings, to support the transition of institutions to 

become learning organizations (Ekionea, Fillion, 

Koffi, 2015), to integrate the learning gained from 

employees into more challenging tasks from 

leadership that will be valued and supported, and 
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most importantly, to see arts administrators of 

color as future leaders. 

 
This begins a road to realizing racial equity in arts 

leadership. 
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