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User Guide: Local Arts Council Self-Assessment and Guide for Growth  
The North Carolina Arts Council collaborated with professional arts council leaders across the state to develop the Local Arts Council Self-Assessment and Guide for Growth. 
We designed this tool to help local arts council leaders and boards of directors understand best practices of local arts council management at each stage of a council’s development. 
The tool is organized into four sectionsorganizational capacity and strength, arts leadership, arts ecosystem, and programming.
In adapting and implementing the guide, you may find that your organization’s practices straddle several development stages. Or you may find that some aspects of the tool do not apply to your organization’s structure or operations. Since no two arts councils or communities are exactly alike, this is normal and expected. 
The key to the tool is in the title: “guide.” We created the guide to strengthen and professionalize our state’s local arts council network. We encourage local arts councils to conduct a self-assessment annually to identify areas of their operations that need focus and professional development opportunities for staff and board members. While the North Carolina Arts Council will not use this guide formally to evaluate local arts council partners, we do encourage the network to use it as a tool for peer-to-peer learning. 
The network and the N.C. Arts Council will evaluate the guide periodically for updates and relevance. If you notice something that needs to be included or adjusted, please inform the N.C. Arts Council’s Creative Economies team, Sam Gerweck (sam.gerweck@dncr.nc.gov), and Janelle Wienke (janelle.wienke@dncr.nc.gov).
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	Developing 
Partner
	Growing 
Partner
does the previous as appropriate and…
	Experienced
Partner
does the previous as appropriate and…
	Model
Partner
does the previous as appropriate and…

	Board 
Governance
	Builds board’s knowledge of 501c(3) nonprofit management and financial literacy
Develops council bylaws with a rotation policy and specific board terms to ensure continuity of leadership
Holds monthly board meetings and reviews financial reports at each meeting
Requires board members to sign conflict of interest statements, confidentiality agreements, and ethical conduct forms annually
Reviews the Legal Compliance Checklist offered by the North Carolina Center for Nonprofits annually
	Trains the board to expand its expertise in organizational management
Making the board job description and expectations part of annual board member orientation 
Tasks board members to lead core committees (e.g., executive, financial, personnel/human resources)
Expects board to contribute financially and engage actively in strategic planning, events, and fundraising 

	Tasks board to be active in recruitment efforts, which are targeted to ensure a mix of expertise, generations, geographic representation, and influence
Includes a human resources specialist or liaison on the board  
Tasks the board and staff to work together to set fundraising and financial goals that are ambitious but also realistic
Gives constituents ongoing opportunities to interact with the board
Tasks the board to review the strategic plan annually to measure impact and progress

	Has a robust board that is reflective of the community and engaged, with 100 percent of the members contributing to the council financially.
Has a board that is active in local- and state-level advocacy, development and fundraising functions, and implementation of the strategic plan
Tasks the board to ensure its effectiveness by holding an annual board retreat and self-assessment 

	Staffing and Operations
	Has job descriptions and an employee handbook for staff and volunteers
Employment contracts reviewed and renewed annually.  
Operates with transparency, making governing documents (e.g., form 990; board member list) available to the public
Requires staff to sign a conflict-of-interest statement, a confidentiality agreement, and an ethical conduct form annually
	Has a policy and procedures manual that solidifies council operations  
Cross-trains staff, board, and volunteers
Tasks the staff and board to chart the council’s organizational structure
Tasks executive leadership to initiate a strategic planning process every three years 
Files executive staff work plans with the board of directors, which the board uses for annual evaluations 

	Keeps staffing and compensation commensurate with the council’s growth
Has disaster and liability plans 
Retains partner relationships through quarterly meetings and engagement
Has a grievance process for staff to report issues to a human resources liaison

	Tasks the board to conduct an annual review of staff compensation that covers cost-of-living increases
Offers employees a stipend or benefit package
Has a professional staff development plan with a budget line
Conducts succession planning as appropriate


	FUNDRAISING AND DEVELOPMENT
	Might limit fundraising to small events
Builds relationships with local government for investment
Might have members or an annual fund
	Begins diversifying income through grant and foundation research
Has a fundraising plan that includes an annual appeal, corporate/business sponsorship, donor engagement, and stewardship
Tasks board members to assist with the annual fundraiser and new-donor recruitment

	Tasks staff to analyze donor giving patterns annually to inform the fundraising strategy
Tasks the staff and board to explore major gift solicitation
Tasks the board fundraising committee to include management of donor stewardship
Explores shared fundraising opportunities with partners
	Fundraising and development function may be professionally managed; annual plan developed with board or consultant.
Explores planned giving and endowments
Has relationships with foundations and regional/national funders


	Financial Management
	Bases budget for basic operations on the Grassroots allocation and matching donations or investments
Has established fiscal controls and processes, including restricted and unrestricted fund categories
Tasks the board treasurer to present an annual budget for approval and monitoring 
	Tasks the board finance committee and staff to develop financial policy and annual budget
Invests in accounting software and has a budget that tracks income and expense per program
Establishes a reserve fund

	Invests in customer relations management software 
Tasks the finance committee to develop investment policies and strategies
Solicits an annual financial review by an independent expert

	Develops a three-year forecast budget reflective of the current strategic plan, fiscal plans, and reserves 
Has financial reserves that cover six months of operating expense 
Tasks the executive director and finance committee to conduct an audit every three years

	Strategic
Planning
	Tasks the board to adopt a mission and vision statement
Tasks the board and staff to solicit patrons’ informal feedback on programs
Tasks board and volunteers to plan programs and evaluate their success  
	Growing understanding of arts assets in the community and gaps in programming and outreach
Conducts an internal SWOT (Strength, Weakness, Opportunity, Threat) analysis as the first step in planning
Organization increases understanding of community wants and needs through community surveys and staff reporting 
Might limit planning to a yearly work plan
	Invests in a formal community assessment that includes public surveys, focus groups, and interviews
Tasks board and staff to define goals and objectives for a multiyear plan
Tasks board and staff to review the plan annually

	Might hire a consultant to conduct planning and evaluation 
Conducts planning that incorporates resource development for expanding and strengthening impact 
Strengthens data collection to determine the strategic plan’s impact



Organizational Capacity and Strength


	
	Developing 
Partner
	Growing 
Partner
does the previous as appropriate and…
	Experienced
Partner
does the previous as appropriate and…
	Model
Partner
does the previous as appropriate and…

	Government Relations & Advocacy
	Is learning what advocacy means at local, state, and federal levels
Attends town, city, and county meetings to learn the priorities of local government and individual officials
Joins Arts NC and participates in advocacy workshops and calls to action
Invites elected officials to events
Writes the annual legislative letter required by the terms of the Grassroots grant
	Meets with local officials and raises awareness of the council’s mission 
Is learning what plans and policies exist regarding arts in the county
Represents the arts at local meetings and serves on committees as needed
Attends Arts Day annually and meets with state representatives 

	Builds familiarity and trust with local elected officials and municipal staff 
Promotes its services and provides expertise to local municipalities  
Collaborates on asset mapping to encourage municipalities to include the arts in planning efforts   
Serves as Arts Day county captain 
Establishes a government affairs or advocacy committee within the board 
	Strengthens partnerships with local government staff and elected officials 
Creates a local policy agenda with arts partners and builds support with cross-sector partners  
Creates a communication plan to keep partners informed of advocacy needs and accomplishments 
Hosts a local candidates’ forum for the arts sector and the community

	Strategic Partnerships
	Is building knowledge and connections with arts and nonprofit leaders to understand common goals
Prioritizes collaborations that help the council accomplish its mission
	Expands partnerships to build new audiences, support awareness, and cultivate new sources of support
Prioritizes cross-sector relationships
Has a board that is actively involved in building partnerships and relationships
	Tasks the board and staff to be stewards of the network of partners
Pilots initiatives alongside other organizations to serve the community
Has established a communication and engagement plan to keep partners connected and informed
Actively assesses the effectiveness of partnerships
	Plays a central role in the network of partners 
Works with partners to build the council’s impact in the community and expands the network of partners through targeted recruitment
Might provide fiduciary support to other organizations
Partners with other organizations to apply for grants so that funded projects have a wider impact

	Civic Engagement 

	Is learning about community meetings and events where local leaders gather and network (e.g., the Chamber of Commerce, tourism development authority, the Rotary Club, newcomers' groups)
Is learning how to show up, network, and represent the council
Staff and board have consistent messaging regarding the council
	Engages with groups to learn about their work and tell them the arts council’s story  
Is willing to show up and listen
Participates in important community events that align with the council’s mission
	Builds understanding among civic partners that the arts are vital to the community 
Expects leadership and the board to extend the council’s brand through community involvement, including reciprocal service on significant committees or boards of directors  
Plans events to complement but not compete with partners 
	Advocates on behalf of community partners and vice versa 
Is expanding relationships and leveraging community involvement to grow the donor base, establish strategic partnerships, and reflect community values
Advocates larger community goals

	Diversity, Equity and Inclusion 

	Understands the current cultural composition of the county and the distribution of arts programming across the county
Ensures arts programming is reflective of the community per the Grassroots grant guidelines
	Tasks the board to set goals to present inclusive programs consistently and make meaningful connections with diverse populations in the county
Is developing partnerships with organizations with diverse leadership
	Has diverse representation in decision making and consistently integrates diversity, equity and inclusion (DEI) in programs and policies
Encourages and facilitates diverse offerings in the county through subgrantees and partners 
Trains staff in DEI and has a staff well versed in navigating a variety of constituent needs
	Supports and creates exhibitions, programs, and events that are inclusive 
Ensures that audience demographics mirror the county’s population demographics
Ensures that people of all ages, races, socioeconomic backgrounds, abilities, and gender have a seat at the table where decisions are made 
Holds a constant conversation about intended results versus actual impact

	Accessibility
	Uses the N.C. Arts Council’s accessibility checklist to begin an audit of council-funded programs in the community
Holds programs in spaces that are physically accessible
	Has an accessibility plan developed by the staff and board and has identified an accessibility coordinator
Makes accessibility information easy to find on the organization’s website and in publicity materials (e.g., “Know before you go”)
Is building an accessibility infrastructure by researching available resources, technology, and equipment that meet constituents’ needs
	Has tasked staff and board to write a multiyear accessibility plan to be reviewed annually
Has partnerships with disability communities in the region 
Has created an accessibility task force or committee that includes people with disabilities in leadership roles 
Includes proactive accessibility accommodations in program planning

	Makes the accessibility plan publicly available
Represents people with disabilities in all levels of the council (board, staff, and volunteers) 
Incorporates accessibility training in onboarding of new staff, board, volunteers, and workshop leaders
May provide learning opportunities for constituent organizations around accessibility/inclusion
Holds a constant conversation about intended results versus actual impact


Arts Leadership


	
	Developing 
Partner
	Growing 
Partner
does the previous as appropriate and…
	Experienced
Partner
does the previous as appropriate and…
	Model
Partner
does the previous as appropriate and…

	Services to Arts Organizations
	Is beginning to identify local arts organizations in the county and their scope of services
Holds informal meetings with local arts organizations to discover needs 
Is networking and establishing relationships as it builds awareness of the council throughout the community 
Expects the board and staff to attend regional arts events to learn about and connect with arts organizations
	Holds regular meetings with local arts organizations to develop solutions to needs as a group 
Serves as a connection point between available community resources and arts organizations in the county
	Includes discussion of a collaborative set of goals for advocacy in regular meetings with local arts organizations
Helps local arts organizations develop policy and adopt financial best practices 
Explores possibilities for collaboration such as cross-marketing

	Knows local arts organizations, understands their needs, and uses technical assistance and advocacy to support and sustain them 
Explores possibilities for shared services and other models of support, such as serving as an organization’s or project’s fiscal agent

	Services to Individual Artists  
	Is building relationships with local artists to raise awareness of the council
Expects the board and staff to attend regional arts events to learn about and connect with artists
Participates in the Artist Support grant process for the region
Advocates living wages for artists

	Convenes artist discussions to discover needs and ways to work together to meet them
Builds lists and marketing infrastructure to connect artists to opportunities, local arts organizations, and arts-in-education opportunities 
Features and credits artists in exhibition programs, arts markets, and 
	Convenes local meetups to facilitate connections among artists
Offers professional development and creates funding opportunities
Includes artists’ needs in strategic planning
Has a marketing strategy that promotes local artists and their work  

	Leads advocacy and policy development to meet artists’ needs 
Has established a process to gather ongoing input from artists in the community
Works directly with artists to expand opportunities in the county 

	Marketing and 
Communications
	Has a website and social media presence
Is developing a narrative that explains the function of the arts council 
Is building a contact list for communication efforts
	Has developed a brand guide to ensure consistency across all platforms
Collects information from arts partners to share in monthly email messages  
Has a website and social media that are growing in content and timeliness to keep the community up to date
Is creating regional media lists, making connections, and learning deadlines

	Is aware of the needs of arts partners and targets messages to represent the full range of arts experiences in the county 
Has consistent messaging and an established point of contact
Has a robust social media plan 
Effectively uses all relevant platforms that best serve the council’s mission 

	Has a dedicated marketing staff 
Has a marketing plan and editorial schedule to tell a consistent story of the impact of artists and arts organizations on the community
Conducts an annual audit of marketing media to analyze engagement
Produces multimedia storytelling content
Has expanded communications to include advocacy



Arts Ecosystem


	
	Developing 
Partner
	Growing 
Partner
does the previous as appropriate and…
	Experienced
Partner
does the previous as appropriate and…
	Model
Partner
does the previous as appropriate and…

	Program 
Development
	Makes fiscal responsibility a priority in programming plans
Tasks the board and staff to research the range of programs offered and how existing arts assets are featured 
 Might focus programming on one artistic medium
	Collaborates with partners to fill in programming gaps, avoid duplication, and expand reach
Experiments with and pilots new programs based on community feedback and needs
Builds a program budget that is fiscally responsible and relevant
	Designs programming content to include diverse perspectives, additional art forms, and responds to community and social needs  
Expands visibility of programs and builds a committed and engaged patron base
Participates in professional development to present programs (e.g., through the N.C. Presenters Consortium and the Folklife Institute)
	Presents unique and high-quality programs that are sustained by dedicated funding
Creates opportunities to serve additional geographic locations 
Has a formal system and schedule in place to get consistent feedback on programs  

	
Program Evaluation/
Innovation
	Might conduct programs inherited and functioning as they have for years, with program success assessed solely in terms of attendance
Relies on staff’s or board members’ interests and efforts to drive programming innovations 
	Encourages the board and program staff to learn what successful programs look like in their community and beyond
Holds a yearly discussion on program improvements and innovations in conjunction with budget review 
Begins to solicit feedback and is incrementally improving programs to be responsive  
	Consistently collects and evaluates data on programs to understand return on investment
Purposefully solicits feedback from regular patrons and connects to potential audiences through focus groups and partner engagement
Introduces programs that address community issues 

	Bases program evaluations on multiple organizational goals, such as artistic quality, financial success, and engaging new audiences
Links program innovations and expansions to larger goals of the county and region 
Solicits feedback from atypical audiences

	Arts in Education 

	Tasks board and staff to learn what arts-in- education (AIE) offerings exist in the county  
Builds relationships with the local school system and organizations that are providing AIE/after-school programs  
	Learns the issues local school systems are dealing with and how AIE programs can help 
Builds understanding of how the council can add value to existing programs or fill gaps
Sets organizational goal for AIE programming  
	Holds an annual meeting with school partners to schedule AIE offerings  
Leverages teaching artists to conduct outreach with partners  
Expands AIE offerings to include youth summer programs and ongoing classes 
Promotes staff participation in professional development to learn about the range of teaching artists and available opportunities (e.g., through the N.C. Presenters Consortium and the N.C. Arts Council’s AIE team)
	Expands AIE offerings to include deeper and longer engagement with students (artist residencies) and professional development for teachers  
Explores partnerships that can provide services to youth in conjunction with AIE programming (healthcare; food insecurity)  
May have an AIE coordinator
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