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In February 2017, the Asian American Arts Alliance and 
facilitator and writer, Anjali Deshmukh, partnered to develop a 
community convening and online survey to gather feedback for 
the city’s Cultural Plan. 

During this process, a visually engaging, interactive workshop 
and online survey were developed, asking the Alliance’s 
constituents and partner organizations what they believed was 
and wasn’t working when it came to arts and culture in New 
York City. Approximately 48 people attended the workshop, while 
69 respondents participated in the online survey.

Through dialogue and online responses, several broad themes 
emerged.

T H E  F U T U R E  O F  A R T S  &  C U LT U R E  I N  N Y C : 
A  C O N V E N I N G  &  O N L I N E  S U R V E Y
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W H A T  D O E S  E Q U I T Y  T A K E ?
The challenges of fostering an equitable and vibrant 
environment for arts & culture in NYC are interrelated with 
the challenges of the city as a whole. Participants discussed 
the importance of affordable housing, arts education, and 
recognizing that the arts can be a tool to foster a more 
compassionate and equitable culture. In discussions, they 
moved fluidly between social issues, economic issues, and 
recommendations specific to makers and arts & culture 
institutions.

From participants’ concerns, 
it is clear that fostering arts 
and culture in the city is as 
much about shifting mindset 
as it is about implementing 
a series of tactics to achieve 
certain goals. If we want to 
protect the future vibrancy 
of the city, then we must 
see the arts as integral to 
health and development, 
supporting STEAM from the 
beginning of education; if 
we want arts and culture 
planning and funding to be equitable and inclusive, then city 
employees must first deeply understand and acknowledge 
the manifestations of prejudice and bias before they can 
build processes that will be successful. These goals require 
common strategy across many government agencies.

T H E  F U T U R E  O F  A R T S  &  C U LT U R E  I N  N Y C :  A  C O N V E N I N G  &  O N L I N E  S U R V E Y

Free admission days at 
institutions

In particular, issues of affordable housing and community 
development repeatedly surfaced in conversations. While 
some comments were specific to the housing or space needs 
of artists, others were focused on gentrification and protecting 
lower income housing for all New Yorkers in need.   

T H E  I M P O R T A N C E  O F  E N G A G E M E N T
The Asian American Arts Alliance applauds the Department 
of Cultural Affairs for taking this step to gather feedback 
from communities across the city. Many participants in 
the workshop expressed appreciation for the opportunity 

to voice their concerns and 
contribute their creativity. 
What the Alliance recognized 
in planning for feedback, 
however, was that that there 
are no common definitions 
or understanding of what 
‘arts’ and ‘culture’ is--let 
alone what they should be. 
To understand what’s missing 
and needed requires ongoing 
engagement, listening, and 
time.

The Alliance encourages the DCA to integrate ongoing 
engagement and feedback loops into the ten-year plan 
itself, particularly if DCA is committed to equity and seeks 
to build relationships with communities that are currently 
not included in dialogue. 

W h a t ’ s  W o r k i n g

Although the majority of 
feedback focused on challenges, 
participants also expressed 
appreciation for aspects of the 
city that were already fostering 
vibrant arts and culture.

NYC Transit
One participants appreciated 
the ability to travel using 
New York City’s vast public 
transportation.

Sponsored Admission
One participant expressed 
appreciation for the free 
admission days offered by the 
city’s museums.

DCA
Participants noted that DCA 
funding was easy to navigate 
and expressed appreciation 
for specific programs and the 
Cultural Planning effort.

“Help us control the out-of-control rents in New York 
City. It is choking everyone on all levels. The biggest 
expense for artists, especially performing artists, is 
space. When artists cannot afford space, no art will 
be created. For communities, the struggle to afford 
rent has a hugely negative impact on our quality of 
life, our ability to progress in our career endeavors, 
and how we spend our time and money... The arts are 
leaving New York City because it is simply impossible 
to survive here.”--Survey Respondent
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Foster inclusive leadership
Create incentives for orgs to build more 
diverse boards with meaningful roles in 
decisionmaking

Examine and address funding disparities 
at precinct level
Is funding more available in certain 
neighborhoods? Who has less access? Why? 
And how do we keep track of these disparities?

Foster inclusive decisionmaking
“Arts decisions often come from 
administrators, rather than artists.”

Identify clear goals for equity 
and inclusion, with transparent 
monitoring.

Attendees urgently expressed the need 
for more inclusive decision-making and 
funding, for many different communities and 
populations, including underrepresented 
ethnicities, older populations, LGBTQ 
communities, artists themselves, and more. 
At the Alliance event, topics associated with 
inclusivity appeared to be a high priority.

Invest in training, set goals, measure, 
audit
Expressing commitment isn’t enough. City 
officials should invest in deep education and 
measure progress. 

Listen more frequently and pay attention to who you’re listening to
Art and culture are everywhere. They are sets of behaviors that shape individuals, homes, 
communities, institutions, and our systems. Yet who decides what arts and culture actually are? 
And how might those decisionmakers be privileging certain forms of art or culture over others?  
While the community engagement strategy for the Cultural Plan itself is a step forward, there are 
concerns about how inclusive it truly is.

Communicate more frequently and pay attention to who you’re communicating with
Several participants and survey respondents remarked on the lack of inclusivity in city 
communications, marketing, and advertising; and how English is so heavily privileged over other 
languages--many of which are widely spoken in New York’s diverse communities.

Break down siloes, create 
healthy exchange, and 
build healthy, inclusive, and 
compassionate communities.

Arts and culture shape all aspects of our 
society, far beyond the walls of individual 
institutions. Advancing arts and culture 
is also about housing, education, health, 
human services, transportation, and more.

Build deeper integration 
between DCA and other 
government agencies
Arts and culture are inherently 
connected to every other 
government program. We 
recognize that interagency 
cooperation can be difficult. 
Nonetheless, participants 
expressed the need for more 
and better partnerships, with 
common goals.

Support arts education
In surveys and dialogue, participants frequently raised the 
importance of supporting arts in New York’s school system. Not 
only is creativity and the arts essential to human development 
and health, they suggested; it is critical to a long-term strategy 
for arts and culture, in New York and in the country.

Invest in building cultural understanding and exchange
Repeatedly, the idea of fostering exchange or connections 
between different people and communities surfaced: 
connecting older generations to younger ones; connecting 
people of different ethnicities; connecting established and 
emerging artist. Several noted that the community engagement 
of the event itself played a valuable role. 

“I feel that the city officials can survey more often which community are not just under-served financially but also culturally and 
socially. I think the arts and culture represents the identity of our extremely diverse city and therefore city officials must go the 
extra mile looking to support the creation of content that can be culturally specific while also inclusive.”--Survey Respondent

“Using digital kiosks [in subways] to display art, stories or 
immigrants from past 300+ years, journeys that connect us 
all.”--Workshop Respondent

“Building bridges of disparate communities of color through art. 
We are heading towards more interracial discrimination a white 
systems of power exert increasingly more influence on politics 
and economics.”--Workshop Respondent

K E Y  R E C O M M E N D AT I O N S  &  Q U A L I T A T I V E  O B S E R VA T I O N S



Make information on arts and 
culture more accessible.

In addition to emphasizing inclusivity when 
it comes to access to information (described 
on previous page) many participants said 
they struggled to find out what’s going on in 
the city and often found about events they 
were interested in far too late.
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Offer more (and more flexible) funding!
Many noted that there is not enough non-institutional 
sources of funding--for an individual or group of artists-
-and that flexible funding, rather than capacity building 
support or project grants, is virtually non-existent. These 
themes were echoed among nonprofit workers as well.  

Examine the financial ecosystem of 
the buyers, sellers, and producers 
of arts and culture,  for barriers to 
equitable pay and sustainability
Compensation in arts and culture--
and the social sector as a whole--is a 
complex issue that deserves further 
analysis for any Cultural Plan. How do 
we address fair treatment of artists 
and other workers, the barriers to 
sustainability for nonprofits, and how 
the arts market helps--and harms--the 
city’s culture?

Make housing, space, and 
facilities affordable and 
accessible.

Many attendees noted that costs are 
pushing residents out of the city. Eventually, 
they say, it will have a serious effect on the 
city’s culture and vibrance.

Create paths to ownership 
or better subsidization
Support home buying for 
artists and low income 
residents, facility purchases  
or rental support for NPOs, 
subsidized space, rent-to-
own/loan programs

Maximize use of empty 
spaces
If a building remains empty for 
a certain amount of time, can 
it be used for arts and culture 
activities? Create a registry of 
unused spaces?

Maximize community/
business space use
Can we make better use 
of community spaces after 
hours? A registry of local 
businesses willing to offer 
space?

Address the full scope of 
sustainability issues for arts 
and culture producers and 
administrators.

Repeatedly, arts and culture producers and 
administrators expressed frustration about 
being chronically underpaid for their work 
and time. In addition to making more funding 
available, how do we address fair wages and 
promote a more equitable economy?

“I’m working on a dance piece with 2 other dancers, one who’s coming from the U.K. The lead dancer/choreographer is guest 
teaching at Colorado College. Because housing and rehearsal space is so EXPENSIVE, it’s more affordable for us to fly out to 
Colorado to research for ten intensive 8-hour days than to rent rehearsal space in NYC, where the show will be....”

Create a well-designed (and inclusive) web 
directory of NYC happenings 
The majority of the solutions associated with 
improving web platforms, apps, or other 
technology tools to help people access events 
and tailor them according to their preferences. 

Build relationships with local nonprofits and 
communities 
Event participants felt that the event itself was 
a positive step and had the potential to inform 
people about organizations and events in their 
community. How can we continue to engage 
communities more regularly, maintaining the 
momentum gained?

K E Y  R E C O M M E N D AT I O N S  &  Q U A L I T A T I V E  O B S E R VA T I O N S

Reduce the barriers of access to funding, 
especially for small, community-based, and/or 
fiscally sponsored organizations and individuals 
One way to do this is through increasing the number and 
amounts of re-granting programs through borough arts 
councils and arts service organizations.
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O N L I N E  S U R V E Y :  Q U A N T I T A T I V E  R E S U LT S

Age

10+36+25+19+4+3+2+1
18-24

  25-34

35-44      

44-54   

55-64        
65-74      

75 or older Preferred not to say

Gender

57+41+2  Female

Male   

Non-Binary/Third Gender                 

Creative practice in the arts?

65+33+2  Yes

No   

Preferred not to say

20+80+260+420++0+50+150++80+0   American 

Indian, Native 
    Black or  

African American

    W
hite or 

Caucasian

    East Asian

    Native 

Hawaiian or 

Pacific Islander
    M

iddle Eastern
    South Asian

    South East 

Asian

    Preferred not 

to say

Ethnicity*

100+380+510
145+380+480
15+360+620
15+140+860

Creating art at 
home

Not enough time

The things I/my family enjoy are 
too expensive

Not enough options close to home

Not enough options at convenient 
times

Not enough options at convenient 
locations

Don’t know how to find activities 
that I/my family enjoys

Not enough child-friendly 
activities

Not enough options I/my family 
enjoy

Previous negative experiences or 
associations

N/A: already enjoy enough arts 
and culture activities

Creating art 
outside the home

Experiencing  
arts and culture 
at home
Experiencing  
arts and culture 
outside the home

Not at all Slightly/Moderately Very/Extremely

P A R T I C I P A T I O N 

The Alliance’s online survey asked primarily qualitative questions to capture 
a more nuanced undestanding of the issues facing its community. Qualitative 
observations from survey responses were combined with observations from the 
Community Convening.

A B O U T

69 respondents took our 
survey. All questions were 
optional. Participants could 
skip questions or explicitly 
express that they preferred to 
not answer. Please reach out 
to the Alliance for detailed 
breakdowns of response 
rates for each question.

How much do you/your family enjoy the following activities?

What prevents you/your family from enjoying 
more arts and culture activities in NYC?

*0% of respondents identified as: Hispanic, Latino, Latina, or Latinx; or Central Asian
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M A R C H  6 T H ,  5 - 6 : 4 5 P M 
T H E  F U T U R E  O F  A R T S  &  C U L T U R E  I N  N Y C
E V E N T  D O C U M E N T AT I O N :  V I S I T  B I T . L Y / C R E A T E N Y C Q U E E N S V I D E O  T O  S E E  A  V I D E O  O F  T H E  W O R K S H O P .

M A R C H  6 T H ,  5 - 6 : 4 5 P M 
T H E  F U T U R E  O F  A R T S  &  C U L T U R E  I N  N Y C


