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OVERVIEW
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During the summer of 2021, our Canadian and American consultants reached out
to a select group of Arts & Culture organizations across North America –
representing museums and galleries, performing arts companies of every
discipline, as well as presenters. We wanted to know what their experience has
been through the pandemic, and what the short-term future looks like. We were
curious to hear directly from them about key lessons around donor engagement,
organizational considerations, and preparing for (or what they learned from) 
re-opening. Our research was led by Senior Consultant & Principal 
Avon MacFarlane, who resides in Toronto, Ontario 
and Consultant Sarah Cave, who resides 
in Atlanta, Georgia. 



Cannot emphasize enough how
important relationship-
building became over the last
18 months, especially as it
reminded each donor of the
real value of their dollars.

Not surprisingly, many of the
organizations had similar experiences.
Perhaps most importantly, we learned
that donors to the arts, no matter what
discipline, have been extremely
committed and loyal in these times of
uncertainty. We also heard about the
long-term value of stewardship, and
how adaptable donors have become –
their philanthropy is no longer
centered around benefits for them, but
instead focuses on the mission of the
organization.

DONORS

Lessons  Learned

1 Donors are loyal and care about
the charity surviving.

2
Donors care more about impact
than benefits and “perks” –
their gifts were more relational
than transactional.

3
Stewardship is very important –
those with existing, well
developed donor relationships
fared best.

4
Organizations need to maintain
regular communication with
donors.

5 Love of the arts is strong!
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Shaking up the status quo can
yield great results. It does not
benefit the end goal to hang
onto ideas that no longer work
or make sense. Doing things
differently can attract new
and enthusiastic supporters.

Most organizations moved quickly and
well to an online environment. The ability
to be nimble and dynamic through the
past 18 months has been important for
most organizations as external protocols
have shifted. Many organizations
stressed the value of having multiple and
diverse revenue streams to enable the
financial health of their organization. The
trusted relationship between the Board
and the staff was highlighted in a number
of organizations as critical to thriving
through this time.
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ORGANIZATIONS

Lessons  Learned

1 A trust-based relationship with
the Board is critical.

2
Take time to get the internal house
in order as well as tackle the tough
issues (DEI, Racism, etc.).

3 Return to your core mission.

4 Understand the importance of
having multiple revenue streams.

5 Stay creative and innovative -
nimble and dynamic.

6 Engage differently. Moving online
allows for creative thinking.



It's important to create flexible scenarios which can 'pivot' between
online and in-person depending on the situation we find ourselves in.
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In terms of plans for fall 2021, most organizations are preparing cautiously for re-
opening. The majority of organizations are preparing adaptable plans – or preparing
multiple re-opening scenarios. Safety and public health continue to be central
considerations. It appears that some hybrid of in-person and online programming
and donor engagement will continue for the foreseeable future. 

Additionally, almost everyone mentioned incorporating DEI measures, guidelines
and protocols in hiring, programming, volunteer recruitment and messaging. 

RETURN TO WORK

1
Provide flexibility and be adaptive.
Many plan for ongoing hybrid
models (in-person and remote).

2
Safety is paramount; no need to
rush return. Continue to reflect
and grow.

3
Incorporate lessons from the
pandemic. Re-evaluate pre-Covid
practices.

4
Establish more than one
fundraising plan allowing for all
eventualities or programming.

5 Revise fundraising priorities to
build excitement about the future.

6 Continue ongoing
communication with donors.

Lessons  Learned



IN  CLOSING
We have been so heartened to hear of the resilience in the Arts & Culture sector,
the strength of donor relationships, and the optimism for re-engaging with audiences
and communities. 

Avon MacFarlane
Senior Consultant & Principal

Offord Group, a Marts & Lundy Firm

Sarah Cave
Consultant

Marts & Lundy
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