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Executive Summary 

FINDINGS 

The Application Process 

The timeline for designing, implementing and applying for this grant was seen as too short by 

SMAC staff, applicants, potential grantees and board members.  Additionally, communication 

about the grant program seemed insufficient, despite attempts by SMAC staff to explain the 

application process via grant workshops, email and website communications.  Applicants and 

SMAC representatives alike identified the need for more extensive communication related to 

the introduction of a new grant program, especially one that is decidedly different in scope, 

focus and application process.   

 The complexity of the grant application is seen as a benefit by some, a barrier to others. Some 

respondents felt that defining activity for two full years went far beyond their capacity as an 

organization.  Others felt that, while they may have the capacity to compile such information, it 

was far too onerous, given the relatively small amount of the potential grant.  Conversely, some 

applicants and eligible, non-applying organizations saw the two-year planning requirement as a 

benefit for their organization, compelling a deeper, more thoughtful approach to planning than 

they had typically taken.   
For many applicants, the application is seen as redundant and there is a need to reduce or 

streamline the application process in general.  Many respondents saw the application itself as 

disproportionately complex and time-consuming, given the size of the grant award.  Eligible 

organizations (both those that applied and those that didn’t) felt that the demands of the 

application were too onerous for unstaffed organizations relying on board members and other 

volunteers to complete the grant application.   

Operating Support Grant Program Structure 

The highest-priority capacity building needs among respondents are related to messaging and 

outreach.  Specifically: 

 11 out of 16 (69%) respondents identified Marketing & Communications as “highest 

priority.”  

 10 out of 16 respondents (63%) identified Audience-building as “highest priority.” 

 9 out of 16 respondents (56%) identified Community Outreach as “highest priority.” 

An organization’s ability to communicate with a broad audience is linked to its ability to engage 

volunteers, to recruit members, to secure donations, and to recruit board members – all vital 

components of organizational viability. 
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The intended outcomes for this grant program were not uniformly understood by the SMAC 

board, the review panel and the applicants.  Representatives of grants-eligible organizations 

who are not on the SMAC board or the grant program committee were more likely to associate 

this grant with “keep-the-lights-on” funding, while respondents who had a closer association 

with SMAC (as staff, board or committee members) identified organizational development as a 

key outcome for this grant. 

The purpose of the operating support grant program appears to be two-fold:  

 To stabilize organizations by providing funding for basic operations and,  

 To foster organizational development, growth and evolution.  

While these two distinct goals emerged from the analysis of qualitative data collected for this 

project, it is noteworthy to recognize that many respondants, particularly applicants and non-

applying eligible organizations felt that longer-range planning and organizational development 

is not (and may never be) a relevant goal.   

The interview and survey data compiled for this evaluation point to three tiers of organizations 

that comprise the SMAC funding landscape, based on organizational size (both staff and 

budget), disposition (focus on programming vs. focus on community impact) an interest in 

growth and expansion.  These three tiers relate to differing organizational needs, interests and 

capacities and, thereby, may be best served by a grant approach that is equally diverse and 

‘scaled.’ 

SMAC’s overall grant-making environment 

The grant-making environment for arts organizations in SMAC’s region is not sufficiently 

competitive to incentivize grant-seekers to “reach,” as the designers of this grant program had 

hoped.  Exploring the role of selectivity in the capacity-building process, and tethering 

organizational development and long-range planning to grant eligibility may be the key to 

positioning SMAC grantees for growth. 

Recommendations 

Changes to the operating support application for the second round 

 Omit unnecessary questions and aim for simplicity. 

 Utilize a static “Organizational Profile” to capture organizational information and reduce 

replication. 

 Clarify and articulate grant program outcomes. 

 Focus on short-term impact. 

Changes to the Operating Support grant program long-term 

 Bring the operating support and organizational development grant programs under a 

single, multi-layered capacity building initiative. 
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 ‘Scale’ grant programs by offering different ‘tracks’ for organizations, depending on staff 

size, organizational development goals, and capacity for participation.  

 Develop a grant program that is intended to grow localized grantee “hubs.”  

 Consider launching a pilot program to test and refine the components of the initiative. 

Changes to SMAC’s overall approach to grant-making for organizations 

 Explore the role of selectivity in grant-making. 

 Revisit SMAC’s theory of change. 
 Devise a policy and articulate relevant procedures for implementing a change in 

programming. 
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Introduction 
In May of 2014, the Southwest Minnesota Arts Council (SMAC) contracted with Otteson 

Consulting to evaluate the implementation of the Operating Support Grants Program (hereafter 

referred to as “the grant program”).  This objectives of this evaluation project are to: 

 Assess the effectiveness of the operating support grant program; 

 Evaluate the application and review process; 

 Better understand perceptions related to the program and eligibility; 

 Document suggestions for program redesign and messaging. 

The research project undertaken to answer these key questions was informed by discussions 

between the consultant, Christa Otteson, and SMAC Executive Director, Greta Murray.  The 

purpose of the research was to engage key stakeholders in a process of identifying the 

strengths and challenges associated with the initial implementation of the grant program, and 

also to articulate the intended outcomes of the grant program and the needs of potential 

grantees. To this end, four key research questions guided the project: 

1. To what extent does the current application process meet the needs of the applicants 

and the reviewer? 

2. To what extent does the grant program fulfill its intended goal of strengthening arts 

organizations in Southwest Minnesota? 

3. How can the application process be improved to make it more efficient, while also 

ensuring it is an effective tool for communicating necessary information to the grant 

review panel? 

4. What changes, if any, should be made to the grant program overall to ensure it is 

effectively strengthening arts organizations in SMAC’s region? 

 

Methodology 
The findings presented in this report are drawn from a combination of quantitative and 

qualitative methods, utilizing a small sample of SMAC’s stakeholders.  This evaluation project 

has consisted of the following research components: 

1) Document review 

2) Semi-structured key informant interviews with 9 stakeholders, including SMAC staff, 

board members, grant program committee members, applicants, and those 

representing organizations that did not apply, despite being deemed a “good fit” by 

SMAC staff. 

3) Web-based survey of 28 respondents, representing 67% of those invited to participate.  

Survey questions are included in Appendix A. 
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Respondents were assured that interview and survey data would be shared in composite form, 

and their comments and related data would be de-identified prior to inclusion in any written 

reports shared with SMAC or SMAC’s representatives.  Interview transcripts will not be made 

available to SMAC in order to protect the confidentiality of research participants. 
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Findings 

The Application Process 

The timeline for designing, implementing and applying for this grant was too short. 

 “There was a short turnaround when I heard about the grant and was unable to 

free up any time to prepare the grant request.” 

SMAC representatives (staff, board and committee members) felt that the timeline for finalizing 

grant and application details and opening the application process did not allow for sufficient 

development of and communication about the grant program.  Applicants and those who 

considered applying but chose not to also felt that the turn-around time for the application was 

not sufficient, given the complexity of the application requirements. 

While it seems that this issue will be attenuated in subsequent grant rounds, it may be wise for 

the SMAC board to carefully consider its decision-making process about how and when to 

implement a new program.  In the case of the operating support grant program, offering a full-

blown grant program before it was truly ‘ready’ may have led to some unnecessary frustration 

for both grantees, the review committee and SMAC staff.  Approaching this process with a 

more realistic timeline, or implementing new grant programs as pilots or test rounds, will help 

to manage the expectations of those involved, especially grantees.  Additionally, if grantees are 

engaged in an emerging program (or a program under revision) in a way that is structured from 

the outset to gather input for the purpose of program refinement, SMAC will offer the added 

benefit of deepening relationships with grantees and guiding grantees through a process of 

reflection and learning as they consider their organization’s needs, limitations and 

expectations. 

“There weren’t as many applications as we had hoped.  I don’t know if that was fear 

or if that was [because] it’s a new program and maybe we didn’t publicize it well 

enough.”   

Communication about the grant program seemed insufficient, despite attempts by SMAC staff 

to explain the application process via grant workshops, email and website communications.  

Applicants and SMAC representatives alike identified the need for more extensive 

communication related to the introduction of a new grant program, especially one that is 

decidedly different in scope, focus and application process.   

  

The complexity of the grant application is seen as a benefit by some, a barrier to others.  
“It is extremely labor intensive and requires a higher level of capacity in our 

volunteers.”   
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56% of survey respondents felt the amount of information required for the application was 

either “far too much” (27.8%) or “a little too much” (27.8%).  The robust application process 

included the articulation of a two-year organizational plan, which was seen as both helpful by 

some and onerous by others.  Some respondents felt that defining activity for two full years 

went far beyond their capacity as an organization.  Others felt that, while they may have the 

capacity to compile such information, it was far too onerous, given the relatively small amount 

of the potential grant.   

“I am not a business person and have never written a business plan.  For the 

potential money it was way too much work.” 

Conversely, some applicants and eligible, non-applying organizations saw the two-year planning 

requirement as a benefit for their organization, compelling a deeper, more thoughtful approach 

to planning than they had typically taken.  This view was shared by several SMAC 

representatives, who felt that the committee chose to raise the standards of this grant to 

encourage a more thoughtful approach to planning.  However, this logic was not effectively 

communicated to applicants, many of whom felt mightily frustrated by what, to them, was a 

somewhat overwhelming application. 

Concerning the financial planning requirements of the application, it seems the grant 

committee was hoping that the application would steer grantees to a more effective and long-

range approach to financial planning.  Using the application form as a training tool, however, 

may be misguided.  The organizations that seem to need help in this area the most were likely 

overwhelmed by this requirement, which may explain both the limited number of applications 

submitted, and the disappointing quality of the applications that were completed.  If SMAC is 

hoping to support organizations in taking a more thoughtful approach to financial and program 

planning, this should come in the form of directed, formal support. 

“Something about the budget format was confusing and very time-consuming.  

Trying to project expenses and income in that format was an unfamiliar experience 

for our organization.” 

If, however, the grant committee has created an intentionally complex application in order to 

select only those grantees that meet a standard of organizational sophistication, it is important 

for grants to be issued based on this criteria.  Thus, SMAC must clarify its grant-making 

objectives and review processes (including criteria and scoring rubrics) to ensure that standards 

are clear, are tied to programmatic objectives, and are utilized in a reliable way to select only 

those applicants that actually meet the defined standard – regardless of how low the number of 

qualified applicants may turn out to be. 

The application is redundant; there is a need to reduce or streamline the application process 

in general. 
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Many of the comments related to the application indicated concerns and challenges associated 

with SMAC’s application system overall.  Specifically, respondents hoped to see a streamlined 

application that didn’t require them to re-enter all of their information for every grant 

application.   

Submitting multiple applications that include large files, such as video or audio clips, can be 

very time-consuming, especially for volunteers who may be relying on a slower internet 

connection while working from home.  It is clear that there is a capacity issue when it comes to 

completing SMAC applications – and that organizations that rely solely on volunteers are hard-

pressed to find time to complete a lengthy and somewhat cumbersome application when their 

administrative skills and interests are secondary to the passion that compels them to invest 

their free time in the arts. 

“It is also extremely repetitive and much of what is requested for your programs 

could be kept on file once a year and not requested every time someone applies for 

the grant.” 

Many respondents saw the application itself as disproportionately complex and time-

consuming, given the size of the grant award.  Eligible organizations (both those that applied 

and those that didn’t) felt that the demands of the application were too onerous for unstaffed 

organizations relying on board members and other volunteers to complete the grant 

application.   

“It seems that there should be a way to ask organizations to complete an annual 

profile that includes mission, goals, financials, board bios, etc. and then the 

application process for $20,000 and under awards could be much more simplified.” 

Participants complained about the cumbersome application process for SMAC grants in general, 

citing redundancy and repetitive grant applications for grant seekers who often apply for more 

than one grant from SMAC in a given year. 

Operating Support Grant Program Structure 

 

The highest-priority capacity building needs among respondents are related to messaging and 

outreach. 

 11 out of 16 (69%) respondents identified Marketing & Communications as “highest 

priority.”  

 10 out of 16 respondents (63%) identified Audience-building as “highest priority.” 

 9 out of 16 respondents (56%) identified Community Outreach as “highest priority.” 

The highest priority needs identified by survey respondents share a common theme related to 

communications and marketing.  The skills and resources required to effectively communicate 
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about events and to share general organizational information are undoubtedly connected to 

other priority needs, such as fundraising and financial management.  Certainly, there is a link 

between an organization’s ability to craft and spread its message and the organization’s long-

term viability.  The link between an organization’s ability to communicate with a broad 

audience is linked to its ability to engage volunteers, to recruit members, to secure donations, 

and to recruit board members – all vital components of organizational viability. 

These skills are potentially enhanced by strengthening other capacities, such as those related to 

measurement and evaluation, which will help organizations convey their value, or 

diversity/inclusion, which will help organizations expand their audiences and effectively reach 

out into untapped or under-tapped segments of their communities.  It is clear that the various 

capacity building areas presented in the survey are overlapping and interdependent.  Making 

the connections between these capacities more evident for grantees might help raise interest 

in capacity building areas where SMAC continues to see a lack of interest. Offering skill-building 

workshops that are framed by these highest-priority areas might help attract participation.  

Weaving these other topics in and demonstrating the connection between communications and 

evaluation or audience-building and diversity might be an effective engagement strategy for 

SMAC. 

 The intended outcomes for this grant program were not uniformly understood by the SMAC 

board, the review panel and the applicants.   

“Arts organizations being able to spend more money on programming.” 

 “The intention is to provide support for small organizations that are in areas in 

Minnesota that are fairly isolated sometimes.  Perhaps give them a boost so that 

they have some known income over a two-year period of time so they can try some 

things, to provide some security so they can maybe branch out.” 

Respondents identified distinctly different purposes for the grant program, including providing 

funding to help organizations expand their impact, helping to ease the financial burden of day-

to-day expenses, replacing lost revenue associated with decreased ticket sales, and supporting 

the maintenance of facilities.   

“It should, perhaps, be a program coupled more deeply to demonstrable planning, 

but, again, this implies lead time, and perhaps educational support, if organizations 

aren’t currently doing professional planning.” 

Representatives of grants-eligible organizations who are not on the SMAC board or the grant 

program committee were more likely to associate this grant with “keep-the-lights-on” funding, 

while respondents who had a closer association with SMAC (as staff, board or committee 

members) identified organizational development as a key outcome for this grant. 

The purpose of the operating support grant program appears to be two-fold:  
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 To stabilize organizations by providing funding for basic operations and,  

 To foster organizational development, growth and evolution.  

These two goals are distinct, each suggesting unique goals, program components, and 

organizational characteristics. These two distinct goals may each be relevant for differently-

sized organizations, or organizations that are at different stages of their development, with 

differing capacities, needs and dispositions.   Additionally, SMAC leadership and grant panelists 

seem to identify an inherent link between the first objective, focused on stabilizing an 

organization, and the second, focused on growth and expansion.   

“The most valuable aspect of the operating support grant application COULD be the 

requirement for organizations to articulate their organizational goals, objectives 

and planning processes.” 

The assumption is that, once an organization is freed up from worrying about financing basic 

operations and covering basic overhead costs, the organization will naturally begin to focus on 

its structural and systemic evolution – strengthening its board, planning strategically, 

considering community impact and reaching further artistically.   

“You can’t be viable if you’re financially insecure; your focus is all about the money 

all the time and what you need and what you don’t have.  If you have some 

consistent support and you have a couple of years to make things happen you can 

focus on the mission instead of being in constant survival mode.” 

SMAC was hoping to see demonstration of this shift in focus in the grant application, itself, and 

utilized the application as a way to steer organizations toward more long-range planning.  It 

seems, however, that some applicants did not make the link between a subsidy for day-to-day 

operations and greater focus on long-term strategy and organizational capacity.  In short, the 

link between the financial support afforded by this grant program and the longer-range 

planning that the board was hoping to foster may not be as natural or reliable as was originally 

thought. 

Longer-range planning and organizational development may never be a relevant goal for 

some organizations.  For all-volunteer organizations, or groups that are decidedly project-

focused and have little or no overhead, focusing on building organizational capacity, expanding 

audience, and reaching beyond their existing program focus may seem irrelevant and even 

impossible.  Representatives of these organizations indicate that they provide a valuable service 

to the community and present reliable programming where there may otherwise be very little 

opportunity to access the arts.  Alternatively, other organizations seem to have an appetite for 

growth and an interest in strengthening and expanding their structure and systems.  Such 

grantees are much more likely to be interested in a grant program that will have a long-term 

impact on the sustainability of the organization beyond “keeping the lights on.”   
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“SMAC may very well say that it does not want to give away money to organizations 

that cannot make a clear statement about where they hope to be in two years.  But, 

just try getting an all-volunteer board, whose members have extremely limited time, to 

meet and write something like this.  My feeling is that many of the area arts 

organizations really want to keep doing what many of them have been doing very well 

for years if not decades; presenting theater, dance, music, art exhibits, etc.  Growth is 

not always necessary – to just maintain the level of programming for any one 

organization can be a challenge.” 

While the purpose of this grant is not currently connected to the size of an organization, it is 

clear that size matters when it comes to the potential for organizational development and 

growth.  Representatives from all-volunteer organizations were far more likely to consider the 

funds a broadly-defined supplemental source of income, without connecting the grant program 

to organizational development in a more transformative sense.  Organizations that are more 

established, with perhaps 1 or more paid staff positions, or a particularly active and engaged 

board, are better positioned to use the money as a “springboard” to the next level of 

organizational development, focusing on expanded grant-seeking, communications and 

marketing efforts, outreach and audience building activities, board development, fundraising 

and the like. 

It seems that the issue of scale for arts organizations is an important one, albeit an issue that 

calls for further research and analysis.  Respondents often cited the challenges that small or 

volunteer-run organizations face, and identified this as a key limiting factor when it comes to 

planning and growth.  Limited staff capacity was also tied to challenges with completing the 

grant application, with all-volunteer organizations encountering the most barriers. It will be 

important for SMAC, and perhaps other Regional Arts Councils, to begin to identify both how to 

bridge this gap and why it is so very important.   

 

The interview and survey data compiled for this evaluation point to three tiers of 

organizations that comprise the SMAC funding landscape:1  

Established organizations with a robust staff, regional presence, and diverse funding spectrum:  

These “first tier” organizations are likely located in regional hubs or county seats, have access 

to a pool of potential board members that have experience in formal leadership roles, and are 

likely to have staff dedicated to various administrative functions, including grant-writing and 

program planning. 

                                                           
1 This is a preliminary finding that would be well-served by further research.  No questions directly related to this 
topic were included in the interviews or survey undertaken for this evaluation project; this observation stems from 
anecdotal evidence and general observation on the part of the consultant. 
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Emerging organizations that are “geared for growth” and are focused on community impact.  

These “second tier” organizations may be new or established, but are less likely to have paid 

staff and may be predisposed to organizational development and expansion.  The missions of 

such organizations are likely broad and tied to community impact, rather than a specific project 

or may have outgrown their project origins.  However, these organizations may be swinging 

from branch to branch, sustained only by project funding, despite a broader organizational 

interest. 

All-volunteer organizations that are established or emerging, focusing primarily on delivering a 

consistent array of programming.  These “third tier” organizations are likely less focused on 

growth and expansion and may not see value in long-range planning and organizational 

development.  They are likely very reliant on SMAC funding and consistent audience-based or 

local revenue streams. Motivation to participate in training and workshop offerings by SMAC is 

likely tied directly to funding access. 

The identification of these three tiers may be relevant for SMAC’s redesign of the operating 

support program.  Developing ‘scaled’ support that is customized for the needs, capacities and 

budget-size for these different profiles could help increase the utility of this grant program. 

SMAC’s overall grant-making environment 

The grant-making environment for arts organizations in SMAC’s region is not sufficiently 

competitive to incentivize grant-seekers to “reach,” as the designers of this grant program 

had hoped.  No matter how well-thought out the program is, or how closely the program’s 

objectives align with the application, a grant program will not foster evolution and engender 

advancement among its grantees unless there is an incentive for grantees to evolve.   

“Too many of these organizations say, ‘we’ll just get a SMAC grant.’ and they don’t 

even go out to their community and ask for support….] If the arts are going to be 

strong you have to have broad business support.”  

“As a board member there’s a general feeling that we could be stiffer on some of 

these grants.  There has been a change – up to this year, we’ve actually had excess 

money.  We’ve had difficulty giving it away.  2014 is the first year when the grants 

have started to get competitive.  To the extent that the grant program can force 

some level of expertise – getting these groups to think about what they’re doing 

from a management and organizational standpoint, it will be good and it will 

increase the quality of the arts in our region.” 

“I think SMAC has funded those organizations for many many years without any 

expectation of change.  It goes back to SMAC to say, ‘we need to look at our own 

behavior that we’ve enabled that attitude to develop because we haven’t really 

required anything new.  It is something that needs to be said.  This is not an 
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entitlement program.  Organizations are not entitled to this money simply because 

they exist.” 

If the grant-making environment is not selective, evaluation criteria (no matter how well-

conceived) are more or less irrelevant.  The underlying problem may not be that the grant 

program, itself, isn’t structured the right way, or that the application is too onerous, or even 

that the objectives of the program are a bit unclear.  The underlying challenge may be related 

to the way grant-making is happening in the wake of the influx of Legacy Amendment dollars, 

giving little weight to a well-constructed application process if the grantee is likely to be funded, 

regardless of the relative merits of the application and the artistic quality of the programming.   
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Recommendations 
Changes to the operating support application for the second round 

Omit unnecessary questions and aim for simplicity. 

As one respondent put it, “simplify, simplify, simplify.”  If SMAC is committed to offering two 

consecutive years of funding under the current operating support grant program, second-year 

refinements should focus on simplification and clarity.  By scaling back the application 

requirements, SMAC can bring greater focus to the specific questions that are most relevant to 

the operating support program in its current iteration.  Focus on the impact that these funds 

will make, and experiment with a significant scaling back of the narrative components of the 

application, inviting applicants to make their case by focusing on what they need, why they 

need it and, as one respondent said, “What’s this money going to do that you wouldn’t 

otherwise do?  If they can’t answer that question, they shouldn’t get the money[….] Frankly, to 

me, the financial side of it is almost the least important.  I go back to, why are we doing this and 

where is it going to take the world?” 

Utilize a static “Organizational Profile” to capture organizational information and reduce 

replication. 

Utilize a two-part application that allows organizations to complete an organizational profile 

that includes the relatively static information that each grant application now requires, 

supplemented by a grant-specific application that focuses solely on those questions that are 

only relevant to a specific project or grant request.  The organizational profile would enable 

organizations to enter the information one time and update it as their circumstances change.  

Each grant application could request the applicant to indicate that their organizational profile is 

up-to-date and representative of the most current organizational context. See Appendix C for a 

list of categories and questions that seem most relevant for the Organizational Profile. 

Clarify and Articulate Grant Program Outcomes. 

While the “program intent” is described in the grant program materials, SMAC has not 

identified the specific outcomes that it wished to achieve through this program – both for the 

specific grantee and for the region.  Just as SMAC encourages grantees to articulate 

programmatic outcomes, so, too, should SMAC.  Using these outcomes to shape the grant 

application, evaluation criteria, and reporting requirements will not only provide SMAC with a 

more cohesive and meaningful grant-review process, but it will reinforce the value of 

evaluation and measurement for grantees. 

Focus on short-term impact. 

Similarly, objectives of this grant program should be well-defined and clearly articulated, with 

greater specificity offered where the board has a clear point of view.  In this case, the 
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articulated objectives of the grant program are to “strengthen and stabilize” arts organizations 

“without special emphasis on new initiatives.”  The stated intent of this program, then, is to 

simply provide funding that can help bridge the gap between earned revenue, other income 

sources and the financial demands of programming and organizational operations.  If this is, 

indeed, the aim of the grant program in its current form, it is our recommendation that the 

program be run with these short-term aims in mind (stability and strength).  

Because SMAC currently offers an organizational development grant, the operating support 

grant in its second year should not incorporate objectives that overlap with the organizational 

development grant, though the grant descriptions may cross-reference one another in an effort 

to elucidate the distinctions between the two.  Thus, questions and objectives related to long-

term organizational growth and stability should be of secondary importance.  Forgo 

requirements related to long-range planning and focus on questions that draw out an 

organization’s most relevant needs and aspirations.   

 

Changes to the Operating Support grant program long-term 

Bring the operating support and organizational development grant programs together under 

a single, multi-layered capacity building initiative. 

Currently, the strategy employed by SMAC is to offer operating funds that will free up 

organizations to focus energy on strengthening the organization itself.  This strategy relies on 

organizations to identify capacity-building and organizational development as a priority worthy 

of their most precious resource, time.  Keeping the organizational development goals of SMAC 

as “implied” creates a climate of misaligned priorities for funder and grant-seeker, and a 

frustration for both applicants and reviewers, as selection criteria and expectations are not 

entirely transparent.   

“Operations is not a project-specific thing.  It’s about the organization.  The 

organization has to be more than the arts programming that they do.” 

By reframing this “grants program” as a capacity-building program or initiative, and by making 

funds available to members of each cohort, the true intent – to nurture the skills and 

knowledge of organizational leaders -- is made transparent.  This will lead to:  

 a better understanding of the application process, itself, 

 managed expectations related to the selectivity of the grant-making process, and 

 clear and useful guidelines and scoring schedules for review panels.  

This strategy would position the capacity building program as, first and foremost, an 

opportunity for organizations to broaden their capacity and deepen their skill-set, with grant 

eligibility reserved for participating organizations upon completion of cohort milestones.  Look 

to the Initiative Foundation’s “Healthy Organizations Partnership Program” for a model.  SMAC 
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may choose to offer a year of planning and leadership development assistance to participants 

prior to dispersing grants, with financial awards contingent upon successful completion of the 

program.  This strategy will increase transparency about SMAC’s desire to strengthen 

organizations (as opposed to merely sustaining them), and will ensure that SMAC has greater 

influence on the development of organizational strategies that are to be funded. 

‘Scale’ grant programs by offering different ‘tracks’ for organizations, depending on staff size, 

organizational development goals, and capacity for participation.  
By offering different capacity building ‘tracks’ which are geared toward organizations at 

different levels of development (in terms of staffing, budget and longevity), SMAC can: 

 foster peer-to-peer learning among like-sized organizations,  

 restructure the grant application to better fit the respective capacities of small- and 

larger-sized organizations,  and 

 offer learning, support and developmental guidance that is relevant and realistic. 

Develop a grant program that is intended to grow localized grantee “hubs.” One possibility is for SMAC 

to intentionally foster ‘anchor organizations,’ designed with first- and second- tier organizations (as 

defined in “Findings”) in mind.  These ‘anchors’ or ‘hubs’ could provide backbone administrative support 

to volunteer-run, project-focused organizations (termed “third tier” organizations earlier in the report).  

These ‘hubs’ could be the focus of an intentional grant-making strategy that would work to strengthen 

and stabilize organizations in local communities so expertise and support are more dispersed 

throughout the region, helping to incubate and support volunteer-led programs at the local level.2 

“Art Hub” organizations could: 

 Provide back-bone administrative support 

 Provide paid staff 

 Act as fiscal host for project-based organizations 

 Act as an intermediary between SMAC and smaller, volunteer-run organizations 

 Act as frontline support for SMAC applicants (lightening the load for SMAC staff) 

 Required to participate in SMAC trainings and workshops related to organizational practices and 

SMAC grants 

 Compose a network or ‘web’ of support to local organizations across the 18-county region. 

 

“Third Tier” organizations would: 

 Focus on programming 

 Remain largely volunteer-led 

 Work more collaboratively with neighboring organizations 

 Participate in training at the local level, hosted by “hubs” 

 Have access to grants, trainings and workshops that are designed for their unique needs 

                                                           
2 This program model requires further development; an initial sketch is offered here for the purposes of illustrating 
a possible tiered approach to capacity buildling. 
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 Access mentorship and peer support through networks fostered by SMAC and local ‘hub’ 

organizations 

Consider launching a “pilot program.” 

Participants in the pilot would be carefully selected, based on their potential to engage fully 

with an exploratory process, and would be apprised of the special focus of a pilot program, 

which is a preliminary launch that allows SMAC to identify and resolve functional challenges or 

to withdraw the program altogether if need be.  This approach also positions SMAC to create 

new knowledge for the sector and to position itself as a leader in program development within 

the regional arts council network and rural arts world. 

 

Changes to SMAC’s overall approach to grant-making for organizations 

Explore the role of selectivity in grant-making 

On the heels of a banner decade for arts funding in Minnesota, it appears that competition for 

funding is once again emerging in SMAC’s region.  Having established and inclusive and 

accessible grant process for organizations, SMAC has fostered a vibrant region teaming with 

arts activities.  The challenge now turns to raising expectations of grantees and investing more 

robustly in the most innovative organizations.  Using SMAC’s strategic outcomes as a guide, the 

SMAC board should consider the possibility of defining certain criteria as a mandatory threshold 

for eligibility.  One respondent suggested, “Maybe there should be a zero scoring option, 

especially on some critical criteria, where that zero becomes a knock-out.  If you don’t meet that 

threshold / criteria, you’re not eligible.” This threshold could be related to a persistent challenge 

that grant-seekers fail to address (effectively engaging diverse audiences or employing 

meaningful measurement tactics, for example).   

Revisit SMAC’s theory of change. 

There is strong evidence that SMAC leaders recognize the need to reconsider the organization’s 

overall grant-making approach.  It may be time to delve more deeply into the connection 

between SMAC’s grant-making strategy and its long-term strategic outcomes, and to more 

clearly articulate the theory of change that links the two. SMAC has the potential to position 

the organization as a model to arts organizations throughout the region and a leader among the 

regional arts councils of Minnesota, providing: 

 Advocacy for the regional arts councils and the State Arts Board to ensure that Legacy 

Amendment monies are utilized in a way that creates a web of strong and sustainable 

arts organizations throughout the region, equipped with the capacity and resources 

necessary to survive even after the legacy money has gone away. 
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 A capacity building approach that will enrich SMAC’s own capacity through the use of 

localized networks of support. 

 Development of a strong, active and diverse leadership among arts advocates at the 

local level. 

 Visibility of the impact of the legacy amendment, specifically and arts programming, 

more generally, for the public as they engage with the programs that SMAC supports. 

 Immersion in and connection to local needs, histories and hopes demonstrated by 

programming that is supported financially by local businesses and membership, and that 

is well-attended and seen as vital and relevant for community as a whole. 

Devise a policy, and articulate relevant procedures, for implementing a change in 

programming. 

The Operations Support Grant Program seems to have illuminated an opportunity for growth 

for SMAC, highlighting tension between grantee demands and organizational capacity.  As the 

organization moves forward, it will be important to employ a measured approach, particularly 

during times of great change and transition.  It may be helpful for SMAC to incorporate some 

policies and procedures that can serve to manage the expectations board and staff members 

have of themselves and of each other, in terms of designing, implementing and refining a 

program.  Some examples include: 

 Employ a comprehensive communications strategy with a realistic timeline for rolling 

out any new program or significant programmatic changes.   

 Empower board members to raise awareness about new SMAC programming.  One 

respondent suggested that empowering board members to help spread the word about 

new opportunities would be a way to deepen connections to SMAC and clarify the 

respective needs and expectations of grant seekers and of SMAC as a program-offering 

funder.   

 When launching a new program, begin with a “pilot” program that is scaled-back and 

focused on testing and gathering feedback from participants for the purpose of program 

refinement.  

 Develop and articulate a logic model or theory of change for each grant program. 

 

Conclusion 
As SMAC’s presence in the region matures, the board should expect some growing pains, 

especially as the organization continues to fine-tune its supportive role and rethink its grant-

making strategies in ways that are comprehensively different than what grantees have come to 

expect.  The issue of selectivity in grant application processes has come to the forefront 

through this evaluation process, illuminating a concern that seems to have been emerging since 
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the state arts sector was enriched financially by a Legacy Amendment allocation. As funding has 

become more robust, and regional arts councils have attempted to keep pace with a rapidly 

changing organizational landscape, a burden of abundance has emerged.  Grantees may have 

grown overly dependent on SMAC; there are concerns that applicants are not inclined to ‘reach’ 

and that “mediocrity” is an acceptable threshold for grant seekers.  More rigorous and selective 

allocation processes may lead to discontent among grantees, particularly “third tier” 

organizations that have come to rely on SMAC funding and are not positioned as strong 

applicants in a competitive granting environment.  However, SMAC should remain focused on 

fulfillment of its own mission through its long-term strategic outcomes. 

The operating support grant program, and the frustration that was experienced by both grant 

seekers, panelists, and board members, is indicative of a valuable and instructive tension 

between the role SMAC wants to play in encouraging innovative and compelling art throughout 

the region and acting as a reliable supporter to existing efforts.  In order for SMAC to transform 

and elevate arts programming in Southwest Minnesota, SMAC must accept the growing pains 

that emerge when existing organizations are asked to truly stretch.  By intentionally moving 

into a new organizational phase that is more intentional, strategic and impact-focused, SMAC 

has the opportunity to shape, inform and elevate the role of regional arts councils in the state 

of Minnesota.  Bringing the “burden of abundance” into board discussion and planning, and 

perhaps even into public view, has the potential to open up avenues for learning and 

programmatic transformation that the board may not currently imagine. 
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Appendix A: Web-based survey questions 
 

 

1. Which of the following categories describes you? Select all that apply. 

 

 Grant Review Panelist, Operating Support Grant 

 SMAC staff 

 Arts organization that did not apply for the Operating Support Grant 

 Operating Support Committee Member 

 SMAC Board Member within the past 12 months 

 Applicant, Operating Support Grant 

 Other: 

2. Do you have first-hand knowledge of the Operating Support grant application (as an applicant, 

someone who considered applying but chose not to, or as a grant review panelist)? 

 Yes 

 No 

3. What were the most valuable aspects of the Operating Support application? [Open-ended response] 

4. Describe the challenges or barriers you encountered with the Operating Support grant application. 

[Open-ended response] 

5. How did you feel about the amount of information required for the application? 

 It was far too much information. 

 A little too much information. 

 Just right. 

 Not enough information. 

 Don't Know / Don't Remember 

6. What, if any, changes would you like to see made to the application and review process for this grant, 

specifically? [Open-ended response] 

7. What are the key outcomes that the Operating Support Grant Program should lead to? [Open-ended 

response] 

8. From your perspective, what are the needs that should be addressed by the Operating Support Grant 

Program? [Open-ended response] 

9. What would make training and technical assistance opportunities more accessible for arts 

organizations in our region? [Open-ended response] 
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10. What sorts of training and technical assistance do you believe should be a priority for arts 

organizations in Southwest Minnesota? 

 Not a priority Somewhat important Highest Priority Don't Know 

Organizational Planning     

Financial Management     

Community Outreach     

Communications & 

Marketing     

Audience-building     

Evaluation & Measuring 

Impact     

Board Development     

Fundraising     

Cultural Diversity     

Volunteer Recruitment     

Grant-seeking     
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Appendix B: Survey Data (Quantitative 

Responses) 
 

1. Which of the following categories describes you? Select all that apply. 

Answer Options Response Percent Response 
Count 

SMAC Board Member within the past 12 
months 

40.0% 10 

Grant Review Panelist, Operating Support 
Grant 

20.0% 5 

Applicant, Operating Support Grant 32.0% 8 

Arts organization that did not apply for the 
Operating Support Grant 

40.0% 10 

SMAC staff 4.0% 1 

Operating Support Committee Member 4.0% 1 

Other: 0.0% 0 

answered question 25 

skipped question 1 
 

2. Do you have first-hand knowledge of the Operating Support grant application 
(as an applicant, someone who considered applying but chose not to, or as a grant 
review panelist)? 

Answer Options Response Percent Response 
Count 

Yes 76.0% 19 

No 24.0% 6 

answered question 25 

skipped question 1 
 

5. How did you feel about the amount of information required for the 
application? 

Answer Options Response 
Percent 

Response 
Count 

It was far too much information. 27.8% 5 

A little too much information. 27.8% 5 

Just right. 16.7% 3 

Not enough information. 11.1% 2 
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Don't Know / Don't Remember 16.7% 3 

answered question 18 

skipped question 8 
 

10. What sorts of training and technical assistance do you believe should be a priority for 
arts organizations in Southwest Minnesota? 

Answer Options 
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 C
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Fundraising 0 8 7 1 1.47 16 

Community Outreach 0 6 9 1 1.60 16 

Evaluation & Measuring 
Impact 

0 11 4 1 1.27 16 

Grant-seeking 0 11 5 0 1.31 16 

Board Development 0 8 8 0 1.50 16 

Financial Management 0 9 7 0 1.44 16 

Volunteer Recruitment 1 7 8 0 1.44 16 

Organizational Planning 0 7 8 1 1.53 16 

Cultural Diversity 2 6 6 1 1.29 15 

Audience-building 0 6 10 0 1.63 16 

Communications & Marketing 0 5 11 0 1.69 16 

Other (please specify) 1 

answered question 16 

skipped question 10 
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Appendix C:  Organizational Profile 
Categories and questions on the Operating Support Grant Application that could be moved to the 

Organizational Profile include: 

 Authorizing Official 

 Mission and History 

o Organization’s Mission 

o History and Programs 

o The Market 

o Access 

 Quality and Excellence in the Field 

o Artistic Leadership 

o Artistic Excellence 

 Work Samples 

 Response to New Artistic Directions 

 Planning 

o Successes 

o Past Challenges 

Current Issues 

o Vision 

 Financial Information 

o Earned Income 

o Financial Statement and Budget Form 

o Total Organization Expenses 

o Other Financial Support 

 Community Diversity 

 Organization’s Track Record 

 Marketing And Publicity 

 Community Support 

 Federal 501(c)(3) Nonprofit Status Letter 

 Articles of Incorporation 

 Bylaws 

 Personnel 

o Board of Directors 

 Organization’s Capacity 

o Organizational Structure 

o Organizational Planning Processes 

o Grant History 

 ADA Access Plan 

o ADA Access Plan 

o Completion Date 

 RAC Grant Data Collection 

o Number of Adult Artists Participating in the Project 
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o Adult Audience 

o Children Benefitting 

o Institution 

o Status 

o Organization Discipline 

o Project Discipline 

o Special Characteristics 

o County 

o MN House District 

o US Congressional District 

 


